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INTRODUCTION “ .

’
The nineteenth century was--it has often been expressed--—an age &
I ] . ‘ °
’ of doubt;- "Houbt, which . . . ever‘ hangs in the background of our

world," complained Carlyle, "has now become our middle-ground and
foreground; whereon,‘ for the time; no fair Life-picture can be painted,
but only the dark air—c;anvas itself flow round us, bewildering and

‘ N benighting.' Religion, "the ,croﬁn and’ all-supporting keystone .of the:

.

fal;ric" of society had crumbled and hence, "innumerable men, blinded

"in their mindd; must 'live without God in the world. rod o

@
- 1

[ [ . . - ’ °

“

0 ¢

Algernon bharles Swinburn_e «distinguished himself from his :

bewildered and benighted contemporaries in that he was never to

experience the theoloéical trauma of his ageé?r From his early years,

the poet was an inveterate atheist. Enjoying the philosophical

solemnity of his “clarified nihil,ism,"2 as he termed it, Swinburne ‘ .
. . ) ' {
C stood c¢onspicuously aloof, lucidly observing the insidious contagion ‘
. R “ 4 .
: ' . of anguish and confusion on his godforsaken confréres, and having none e
o efdt. o N PV J
1

‘ "Characteristics"ﬁSSy; rpt. in The Best Known Works of
S Thomas Carlyle (New York: Halgyon, 1942), pp. 329-30, 319-20," 326.

\ T - 2 ecil Y. Lang, ed., The Swinburne Letters, 6 vols; (New
¥ __ Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1959), III,%l4. Hereafter cited as Letters. "
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1

From this privileged vantage point, Swinburne could observe ‘
* v 3
] Tennyson struggling against doubt, desperately seeking refuge in a

conciliatory "natural theology" or alternately resorting to a Pascalian

"religion du coeur." Arnc;ld, too, could be seen wandering in that

existential absurdit)-v and vagueness which he felt was the burden of a
godless world; painfully working his way toward "the natural truth of

N Christ:ianity."3 Swinburne could also follow Arthur Hugh Clough's

theological meanderings as he a‘ttempted, his "Affections all unfixed,"

’

to recdnci}e an obsessive ‘scepticism with the fndluctable fact that

"God, unidentified, was thought-of still."l‘ And Swinburne could also
discern,. albeit: in a neglectea corner of tha Victorian poetical scene,

James Thomson's dismal depictions of the devastated spiri‘tual "modern

t 11}

l‘andscape. as he was called by his
2

friuends, was virtually substantiating Ruskin's perception of the

The "laureate of pessimism,

- enveloping “cloudiness" emanating from the "want of faith" and was,

in fact, making his "boast in blackness". > A

'I B ’ a‘ /“ \
‘ Preface to Last Essays on Church and Reli&ion/1877/, rpt in
Poetry and Criticism of Matthew Arnold, ed. A. Dwight Culler (Boston:

Houghton Mifflin, 1961), p. 503. .
b AN

4 "Blank Misgivings of a Creature .moving about in Worlds not
realized" /1862/; rpt. in The Poems of Arthur Hugh Clough 2nd "ed.,

ed, P.L. ﬁulhauser (Oxford. Clarendon, 1974), p. 28,
. - > "of ‘Modern Landscape"/18567 rpt. in The Genius of’ John
" Ruskin : Selections from His Writings, ed. John D. Rosenberg (Boston;
Houghton Mifflin, 1963), pp. 84, 88, 86. 4
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Black dfgbelief; subdtantial doubt
Wreathe--blent into one louring cloud
. . Through which Heaven's light ¢an scarce !
‘ﬁ v ) * shine ou
Round' all the Faiths: all in such shroud
\ Fade ghostlike to th'entombing. Past:
, " Qur Heaven is wildly overcast.

[y

And although Thomson, too, strove to emerge from the enshrouding

1 o
4

despair re_SUlti'ng' from God's absence, his strenuous effortg were in

v - i .

vain; all he attained/was "renewed assuranee / And confirmation of the >

old despair" ("The City of Dreadful Night"/18747, p. 205).
. . ﬁ
]

While most of his poeti; contemporaries, with the. notable
O "exce{)éion 4of Edward FitzGeral'd.., vere having to cope with the burden of
belief or the vicissitudes of doubt’,J Swinburne was’ muste;:ipg his poetic
verve to depict and condemn the self-delusion agd self-abnegation |

which he deemed as inherent in the belief in God. The "enfant ,

R <Y - ) s \

terrible" .of the nineteenth centurgz was paving his way toward a

. . e hd
philosophical poetry which would vehemently proclaim his "Hymn of

N " -Man": ""Glory to Man in the highest! for Man is the master of
7 ¢ . ' ' : ' f

o

., thipgs."”

) : ' \ .
l ""Suggested by Matthew Arnold' 'Stanzas from the Grande

o ' Chartreuse'"/18847; rpt. in Poems and some Letters of James Thomson,
. ed. Amne Ridlex (London : Centaur, 1963), p. 7.

7 The Poems -of Algernon Charles Suinburne 6.-vols. (London
thatto & Windus, 1904; rpt. New York: AMS Press, 1972), II, 104. All
further references to Swinburne's poems, unless otherwise specified, ° ’
are to this edition and appear in the text in the following form: :
volume- number, page number

’
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Swinburne was incontestably an atheisgt; from his early years

4

te .his death, the poet unwaveringly maintai;led--more than his

“ antitheism or anticlericalism--his atheism. ,In a léttér to E.C.
Stedman, dated "(February 21), 1875," \éwinburne‘ resolves to elucidate
the ''babble' about his antdtheism by expounding “what I really do

think on religious matters':

>

x L. . ,i
Having been as child and boy brought up a“quasi-
Catholic, of course I went in for that 'as
passionately as for other things (e.g. well-nigh
to unaffected and unshamed ecstasies of adoration);
then vhen this was naturally stark dead and buried, -
‘it left nothing to me but ‘a turbid nihilism: for
‘ a Theist I never wag; I always felt by instinét and.
pereeived by reason that no man could caonceive of a
perscnal God except by brute Calibanic superstition
or else by true supernatural revelation; that a .
natural God was the absurdest of all human figments . ,
# This, I say, I have always seen and avowed since my
mind was ripe enough to think freely. (Letters, I1I, 13)

.
he 7

swinburne then adds that "we who g%rship no material incarnation of

any qualities, no person, may worship the divine< man? humanity, the
° . r ¥ a

-1dea1v of human perfection and aspiration, without worshipping any God,

4

.any person, van—y fetish at all*. . . Perhaps you will think this is

* only clarified nihilism, but at'least it- ig no longer turbid" (15. 14).

¢

Several. critics have contended with Swinburne's epistolary

oL clarifiy and his emphatic assurance that he was "in no sense a Theist"8
s ) N Ao '

-

. ; 8 Letters, I_II,*p. l4. 1t should be noted that Suinburne's"
correspondence contains a plethora of statements and facetious_ remarks
which subsfantiate his atheism. : - . . -

-~
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»

as.thoy endeavoured to decipher, in the theological. harangues of his l

. q Y
poetry, a cryptic sign of-orthodoxy or at least, of aghosticism, °.

William R. Rutland is certainly the foremqst,scéptic;'qpon perusal of

the letter cited above, the critic insists: N

We have no evidence tb disérove him; but his own

. writings supply us with overwhelming evidence that
he was no Atheist. -When he wrote Atalanta he believed-
passionately in'a God . . . without a god he could not
be; but .the god he believed in was not good but evil. .
He did not love God; he curbed; but he went on belieying ~ -
almost in spive of himself.9 o v g

7
°

[
3

~ ' .
Rutland then submits that "The most significant aspect of the attack

upon religion ig Atalanta in Calydon is that it is, if the contradiction

°

may be pérmif;éd, itself essentially religious" (p. 133).

-
w )

This argument stems from the well-known rationale that blaspﬁeqy .

) -
and defiance presuppose a belief in the existence of the assailed

object. J.K. Huysmans' more notable dei}ﬁeétion of this logic, in

A Rebours, should be evoked, Expanding on hi's perception of "le "

7

L IS PRI U _

sadLe@e, ce bdtard du catholicisme, Huysmans reasons:
\ ‘ . v -
Swinburne, A Nineteenth Century Hellene... (Oxford: .
.Blackwell, 1931; rpt. n.p.. Folcroft, 1970), p,-132. . _ ol
- . . 1 )

10 A Rebours/18 37; rpt. with dn introd. by Pierre Waldner .
(Pprist Garnier-Fl§mmarion, 1978), p. 190. ‘Huysmans' usage of the . i
term "sadisme' is confined to the desc $tion of Sade's theologiecal <

blasphemies. In this thesis, the term "Sadian" is used to qualify the
various themes in Sade‘'s literary works; while the term "sadlstic"
retains its "perverse” connotations. :

P
0

- .
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En effet, s'il ne comportait point un sacrilége,
le .sadisme n'aurait pas de taison d'€the¢; d'autre
par't, le sacrilége qui découle de 1'exigtence
4 méme d'une religion, ne peut &tre intentionnellement
' ’ et pertinemment accomplI que par un croyant. (p. ]91)

abis ratidnai; has been adopted by'crifics who would perceive

-

in Swinburne's antitheistic and Sadian tirades, an intrinsic theism.
. o M

Certainly, Swinbutne's denunciation of "the supreme evil, God" in

Atalanta’ necessarily implies th; existence of a God; yet this impli-

3
cation is purely dramatic and cannot, in Swinburne's case, be
L)
interpreted as a personal theistic avowal. To infer from this

S

utterance that Swinburne believed in God would be'analogous to the |
L]

preposterous allegation that ﬁlaSF was a votary of "Urizen."

’

-

*In'order to topple idols, one must first acknowledge their
concre:e presence; only then can they be unveiled and their méretri-
&

ciousness exposed. And thus Swinburne was merely exposing in

r

"Atalanta the malignance and inviability of the theistic rationale,

thereby attempting to render precarious the stabilit% of the belief'

in an idol, Georges Lafourcade succinctly explicates the motive which

[N

led Swinburne, an atheist, to poetically revile "God":

~

\~“ uoi, demandq—t-on, Swinburne prend-il la peiﬂﬁ
/ alguser, d'insulter, et presque d'égorger un Dieu
a dans lequel il professe de ne pas croire? La questibn
temoigne d'un certain manque de reflexion ou
d'imagination: ce Dieu personnel n' est, pour Swinburne,

/

>

. -

- 5

° .
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4

qu'une hypoth&se; le théisme est pour, lui un systéme
intenable et faux. .. . . Ayant donc d coeur de

~ "o démontrer 1'inanité du théisme, il entreprend de
représenter, dans Atalanta, la conclusion logique a° |
laquedle est amenée 1l'3me de celui qui croit en un
Djieu personnel: désespoit, blasphémes, révoltes.
I1 ne dit pas avec Voltaire; '"'Si Dieu n'existait pas,
il faudrait l'ingenter", mais bien: “Si Dieu existait,
11 faudrait 1'insulter”. Et Swinburne n'est pas plus

croyant que Vg}taite n'était athée,l?
v . y “

-

Swinburne's dramatization of what he personally deemed to be

nothing but a mental cgnﬁtruct; an ens rationis, was geared toward
- £ns ratidnis

. e
the annihilation®of this construct. He had been inspired, in the

N

adoption “of éhis‘tactic, by Sade, Blake and Shelley who had
. analogously embodied the traditional concept ofy God im;afder to negate

the glleged existence of that divine being.l2 -Swinburne emulated these

N [

gen who, in order to effectively fight their respective theological
\fbattles, hkﬁ armed themselves w1th various expres ons of belief J(myth,

gospel religious, rhetoric, or simply the formulation of belief) from

which they temporarily borrowed the spirit or the letter, or both, so

as to communicate intelligibly their own expurgated or inyerted,

versions.

- u La Jeunesse de Swinburne (1837 1867), 2 vols, (Paris‘ Belles
Lettres, 1928), II 397. Hereafter cited as La Jeunesse.

) 12 Unlik! Sade and Shelley, Blake was an ardent believer in God.
R " His poeticized protest was directed at the erroneous conceptign of God .
perpetuated by traditional Judeo-Christian theology; he thus gave é )
"body" to this "Falshood" and called.it “Urizen." Throughout this-
thesis only Blake's contrivance of "Urizen" is alluded to. \

-

¥
"

«t

- ;—.,_4—_‘—.“.-‘ “ ~ ok a— O e -~ e - . .
el QY T aden Fiotan, 1 MmN G EGo e W AT e, T o ,:.m*‘—&nmv*hlﬂmv——




© and the }ntensity\é their revolt was fuelled, not by any abhorrence

of God, but by .the

Inversion does not necessarily presuppose. adherence to the
’ ~
& . s
original version, but certainly an awareness of, and aversion for, the
original.* To Huysmans' observation that "1'homme n'éprouverait aucune

/
allégresse & profaner une lo% qui lul serait ou indifférente ou

inconnue"” (A Rebours p. 191), it may be retorted that neither Swinburne
nor Sade, Blake or Shelley was indifferent to or ignorant of theistic N

"law." They were fully cognizant of the potency of the belief in God

pity or contempt for those weak or despicable
énough to perpetuate the vener;tion’éf a non-entity. Consequently,
their iconoclastic piaﬁs\werefnot aimed‘fﬁtilely at a non-existent
God; but effeétively, at theistic minds. Sade v?éges his disdain for

the mythOpoeiclintq&Iéct that forges its own fetters in the contrivance
) . T ‘ \ , . . M

of a "God": ‘
- \ N
) . L'idée d'une telle chimdre edt, je 1'avoue, le.seul
tort que je ne pulsse pardonher 3 1'homme; je :

) 1'excuse dans tous ses &carts, je le plains de toutes °* .
ses faiblesses, mais .je ne puis lui passer l'erection - N
d'un tel monstre, je ne lui pardonne pas de s'Btre §
forgé lui-méme les fers religieux qui 1'ont accablés :

. si violemment, et d'étre venu présenter lui-méme le .
. ' e cou sous le joug honteux qu'avait préparé sa bétise. -
13 Marquis de Sade, La Nouvelle Justine ou Les Malheurs de la
vertu, sulvie de L'Histoire de Juliette, sa soeur, ou Les Prospérités
du vice/1791, 179§7; rpt. in vols. VI-IX of Qeuvres Complétes du
) Marquis de Sade /Edition définitive &tablie sur les originaux imprimés °
ou mss.7 (ParisT Cercle du Livre Precieux, 1962-64), VIII, 30. All
further referénces are to this edition.and appear in the text in the
following form: Justine VI or VII, or Juliette VIII or IX, page number. -
3 / "
4 L] ”
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The non-existence of God does not, in any way, preclﬁde the ’

potency of the construct which owes its devastating actualizatiom,

so to speak, to a ubiquitous "faiths" For all of its conceptuality,.
® )

. ‘ i
. "God" must be reckoned with as an ominous adversary. '"Thought made
: " him," Swinburne will later say of "God" in "Hertha," (II, 79) thereby
expressing--beyond his awarehess that God is but a‘pehtal fabrication--
. ‘ v S
the vitality of this construect.

»

.&his thesis will endeavour to show that Swinburne's poetical
contrivance of ;)dod in Atalanta was prompted by three motives--the
Classical, the iconoclastic apd'the existenéial motive. The
iconorlasdtic motive may be summoned in the present discussion to -
exonerate Swinburne 'from the charge of theism persistently laid against
him id the 1light of his assailment of "the supreme evil, God" i; $
Atalanta. Swinburné was merely followinéﬁthg iconoclastic |
T : : a

prescription so eloquently phrased by William Blake: "Giving a body

to Falshood that it may be cast out forever.."14

’
n

24,

: , ’ The multifarious themes and the Classical conmstitution of

! ar
3 -

'ktalanta in Cai&don have consistently océupied critics since the

. LN

- ~ %

?}4 ‘Jerusalem/1804-718207; rpt. in The Poetry and Prose of T

. William Blake, ed. David V. Erdman (1965; New York: Doubleday, 1970),
. p. 153. All further references to Blakg's poetry are to this edition and
appear in the text in the followi\g form: title of poem, page number.

~
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4 ,
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10

play's publication in 1865--its delineation of familial relationships;
its sado-erotic vein; its biographicélaimport; its Classical mature;
. its denunciation of the malignance of love; its expression of natural- -

cosmic tragedy; its insight ‘into human communication and psycholagy;

ifs problematic theology-~all have been probed‘.15 -

« -
'

L .

s It seems hardly'feasible to entertain this myriad of themes
within the Classical circumscription of a play. And yét, Swinburne
» managed not only to broach but to expound coherently these versatile

. and complex issues, He achieved this through the use of an

1
LI . s ) m

4 L 'For pertinent discussion of Atalanta's respective themes,
‘ ) these works may be consulted: on familial relationships: Morse
' Peckham, "Eroticism = Politics: Politics = Eroticism," in Victorian
Revolutionaries . . . (New York: Braziller, 1970F, pp. 235-305, and
. the same author's Introduction in Algernon Charles Swinburne: Poems
and Ballads and Atalanta in Calydon (New York: Bobbs Merrill, 1970),
. PP. xi—xxxv, on sadism: Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony, 2nd ed. tranms.
Angus Davidson (1951; rpt. New York: Meridian, 1956), pp. 223-226; on
biographical import: Jean Overton Fuller, Swinburne: A Critical
Biography (London: Chatto & Windus, 1968); on Classical sources and
features; Marion Clyde Wier, The Influerice of Aeschylus and Euripides
on the Structure and Content of Swinburme's Atalanta in Calydon and
Erechtheus, Diss. (Michigan: Wahr, 1920); on love: Richard Matthews,
"Heart's que and Heart's Division: The Quest for Unity in Atalanta
' in Calydon," VP, 9, Nos. 1-2 (Spring-Summer 1971), pp. 35-48; on cosmic
: tragedy: David G. Riede, Swinburne: A Study of Romantic Mythmaking
. Charlottesville: Univ. Press of Virginia, 1978); on communication and
- ' psychology, the two works by .Peckham cited above might be consulted as
.. . well ‘as Jerome J. McGann's Swinburne: An Experiment in Criticism
‘ * {Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1972); and on Atalanta's theology,
\ George Lafourcade's '"La Th&ologie d' Atalanta" (pp. 389-403) in La
. Jeunesse has yet®to be surpassed. -
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intricately polysemous rhetoric wﬁereby a single one of the discourses

\mentioned,above signifies—-in addition to itself--other discdurses.16

»

In somé cases, this semantic transact}on is limited to a few
discourses; for instance, a constituent of the Claééicai discourse,
the "broken house" image, albeit emerging late in:the play, is——from

' antecedent semantic interplay--immediately recognized as ;

simultanedugly informing the natural-cosmic, fémiliél, psychq}ogical
and biographiéhl discourées.‘ Hence, as the hhorus come§ té utter the
dminous words: "Thé house is broken, is broken, it shall not sgand"
(§j°312), theée discourses have been sufficiently correlatéd to sgcuré
the multiple implication of the verse; beyona its‘initiai‘imgort that-
the'Ca}ydoniia household or heqxéh is in imbending ru%n, the

k disintegration of the familial nucleus; Althaea's péychologicgi

capitulation; Swinburne's own circumstancial disarray as well as an

E

enveloping cosmic chaos, are conveyed. ‘ e R
P

D e

- ‘ )
. 16 In this thesis, the term "discourse" denotig'a stretch of
rhetoric which is,semantically unified or, as Dominique Maingueneau
puts it,in Initiatiop aux méthodes de 1'analyse du discours, (p. 11);
"un message pris globalement . . . outre son sens-concensus /le dis-
cours a/ une signification spécifique (Paris:. Hachette, 1976).

»
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More extehéively, the "brand" 'symbol runs the gamué‘of discourses:
its_operative semanpic'ﬁalle;bility a;lowslit to trangcend,its originai
. élassiéal value, adapting it, as it were, ;o each éf the other
discursive contexts. Ingsmuch'as a siﬁgle discougsé ig thus desigﬂed
to serve itself and others, a rhegortcal economy ensues; Buc éheﬁnore
significant result of this discursive dorrespondence’is an all-
encompassing uniformity. i ' < /

v . ‘ .
The poiysemy which promotes and sustaihs the discursive

‘ramifications of the rﬁgtoric is paradoxically reflective of a semantic \K

cohesion, The "brand" symbdl may be used to illustrate this
. ;

“

proposition: _ ;ts‘inherent,theﬁaticEelasticity which:enables it to
signify--beyond its mythological "exisﬁgnce" and attributes——the
. w0

c ntiguiéy of birth and death (in the natural-cosmic and theological

. O

discburses); of pleasure and pain (i{n the sado-erotic discourse); of
1 . 4

passion and extinctfon of passion (in the discourse on love); of the

life and death;giving Mother (in the familial and psychologica
discourses), simultaneously translates an essential consistenéy under~ ' L.
lying this diversity 'of meanings. This fundamental consistency, .

rhetorically transmitted by the verbal oneness of "brand," semantically’

Dfelatgs'thé'pervasion of paradox.l7 It is then, in fact, this

. ‘ ;
17 5 . i
The contiguity of life, and death may be seen as equally i
permeative but not nearly as comprehensive: it is a constituent
"paradox." ’ ’
. T )
. . Ry
t
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portentous coherence which is the‘°inherént leitmotilf of the "brand"
N W .

%ymbol and all contextudal connbtations are designed but to accentuate

. ‘ n - -

, the omnipresence of-this verity. v
All of the play's disgourses culminate in, or rather emanate ‘
fgom; such unifying inteiligigilit;. The‘global réferential field is,
however, mére an ﬁated;' it includes, with tﬁe peivasion of pafad¢x;r 4 )
the ubiquity of evil anq death. a ) - | bu
‘ ”
) The exclusive preoccupa;ion)of tﬁis thesis,ié ghe theological
discourge. It has nevertheless become evident that the extraction of l %
’ \ a single digcourse from thg}éhﬁ?izical co}pés is intricately ?omplicated
® by‘diséursive ihterdependeﬂke. This discﬁssion will then necessarily
be subject to digressioms; yet these will be limited to the essenFially
eﬁlighféning and corrqborativ? participation of the Classical, bioéra—
phical and, natural-cosmic diséod;ses. ', : )
, ) i
In this delimitativi‘lightz ‘the theological discourse can be
- ) broughé to fqéus and properly,sctuginized. The ensuing examination : ‘

reveals that the polyse$§fwhich supports the play's discursive

. ramifications is similarly operative within the bgunds of this éingle '
discourse. More significant is the revelation issuing froq the . ‘ : 1
analysis of the ‘ingérnal' raﬁifiéations: théy ;epresent‘the motives | ’
whicﬂ had prompted Swinburne to enunéiateAthe theoiogical diqcourse in’
the first place. That is, the Classical, the icono;}istié and the
existential motives are poetically deiineated in the coryesponding , .

. . v
5 .
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tripartite semantic ramificatiqn of the theological discourse,

-

~ )
]

Of the théee} the only explicit motive justifying the divine

presence in Atalanta is the Classical. Atalanta's "God" ineluctably

owes His "existence" to Swinburne's manifest desire and efforts to

reanimate the Ciassical theological spirit. However, the Judeo- N

-

Christian character of Swinburne's "supreme evil, God™ and the

unclassical excess of the Chorus' vituperations signal the presence of o

a more comprehemsive, if less explicit, motive, As it becomes clear

:

that Swinburne's sacrilegio;s tirades address no God at all, but the

’

. [
constraining and destructive construct of theism; antitheism becomes
) - 1 )

icpnoclasm. Couched in the articulate arraignment of a God is the

- o

sbbtle and' more philosophical assailment of an icon.

. Y
An explication of the third alleged motive--the existential-~

) requires the exposition of Jiographical data. Inasmuch as the present :

"should suffice.

awareéness:

e / ’ !
discussion is but a preliminary outline, the Aformulation of a hypothesis

' I : e
Depressing circumstances, ‘synchronous with Swinburne's
. @ ) ¢

composition of Atalanta, stirred the poet to existential anguish and

this state of mind informs and partly justifies the
¥ '
theological discourse.lg "

18 The problem of anachronism will be discussed in the chapter
devoted “to “The Existential Motive.

- [N
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;‘ ' ‘ The polysemous rhetoric which qualifie; God simultaneously
invokes §¥£§tential tribtlations. This does not imply a causality #

5 whereby God 1s deemed the source of existential vicissitudes; the

. .

Classical discourse sufficien;l& vents this perspective.” The
theological rhetoric is existentially constituted: that is, the

! depicgdon of God and human victimization is rendered in existential
w g

{

terminology, revolving around the’ themes of paradox, contingency,

~arbitrariness and death. Swinburne's apprehension of the supremacy

\ -~

. .
of these existential burdens is, sa to speak, secular; it does not

semantically combine with the Classical theoldgical discourse, but in

Ay

fact philosophically supersedes it.
T

This evokes a crucial point. Whereas the interaction of the
play's discourses is a.supportive oné--the various'discourses meaning-~
fully sustaining each other--the ramifications of .the theological

) \ . . -

discourse semantically negate one another. Albeit they are incumbent
én a single rhetoric, Ehey are semantically independent and irtgconci-

; . "
. \ liable. The Classical discourse is reliant ;n\the existence of God;
- ' ﬂthe &ponoclastic discourse hinges on the belisf in a God, while u ’
‘ purpo;ting "His" non-existence; and the exi;tential discourse is ’ ﬁ?
provoﬁed by éhe.awarenéss‘of the suprenacy of chance, pafadox,
contigency, arbitrarinesds and death, as well as by the overwhelmingn
' feeling of cosmic a;ienatioﬁ. Each discourse inddcts its own "supreme

evil" and in this sense, vthe only cohesive reciprocity--beyond that of ‘

a single rhenoric-~is the same that unites the totality of discourses; .

' ¢
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) . . that which emanates from the fundamental uniform meaning of the N
rhetoric: .the ufviquity of evil, paradox and death. Only in this
- . i v, . .
permeating consistency do the semantic ramifications of the theological
, discourse converge. '
. ' - \ Vel
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- " CHAPTER 1

co The Classical Motive’
. Foater ol ' N
gy
-
T
The Classical motive-ZSwinburne's resolution to recapture the

e;emente'of ahcient Greek theologyf-is basically respons;ble for the
peet's cogtéi&ance of aIGod in Atalanta. Had "Gbﬁ” been absent from the
play's referential sgheme: Swinburne‘could never have hoéed to reanimate
the Hellenic spirit, His genuine and frantic des%re to reproduce the
substance of Classiea1~cheologyldemanded the; he be necessarily attentive
to)Classical feligiosiﬁy; that Seinbutne did pay attention is evinced

¢

by the resorance, echoing from the play's acutest antitheistic tirades,

of ap unequivécal theism.l

L4

.Whetber Swinburne secceded or not 'in his emulative endeaQeur does pot,
in any way, alter the intensity and validity of the Classicgi motive; or,
his conviction that he had reaﬁected‘and transmitted the-Greek spirit in
Atalanta. On "March 15, 1865," approximately a month following the

publication of his play, he.wrote to Lady PauLineFTrevelyanf

L)

I think it /"Atalanta ] is pure Greek, and the
first poem of the sort in modetn times, . -
combining lyric and dramatic work on' the old @
principle. Shelley‘s Prometheus is magnificent

and un-Hellenic, spoilt too, in my mind, by the -

8 . . [

.
»

k)

In contrast, for instance, to Shelley's Prometheus Unbound where
"Jupiter is explicitly described as a construct.

-

ot N

-J
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" infusion of philanthropic doctrinaire views
and 'progress of the species'; and 'by what ' ,
I, gather from Lewes' life of Goethe the .

Iphigenia in Tauris must be also impregnated

. with modern morals and feelings. As for
Professor Arnold's Merope th? clothes are
well enough but where has the body gone? Sg . .

I thought, and still think, the field was
clear for me. (Letters, I, 115)

It is then evident that Swinburme's desire to conceive "the
first . . . modan;‘version of Greek tragedy had fundamentally enticed
him to compose the fié&re of "the supreme evil, Godl” He did not consider
that such a portrayal of "God" adulterated the "pﬁre Greek" quality of
his play or that he nid, in any other way, misrepresented the Classical

spigit. In a letter to Lord Houghton in which Swinburne facetiously

\

poses as a student about to be "swished for his verses}? he proudly

cpnfesses his profanatory misdemeanour, but categorically rejegts the
.

contention that such sagcrilegious defiance is not in keeping with the

9
~ "Greek": ' \j

As to my quantities and metre and rule
of rhythm and rhyme, I defy castigation
« « ,» The moral and religious question
I give up at once. 1 let down my breeches, 7
pull up my shirt, and kneel down (for the
hundredth time) on the flogging block,
without a word. If you apply a rod
soaked in brine for that offence I .
confess I degerve it. I did shirk
Chapel. I did take to profane swearing
instead of singing in the choir. I am

: fully prepared for a jolly good swishing
in consequence. I can't complain if you
take my name out of: the 1ist for Confirmation
and insert it in the flogging~bill. .

. Only don't say with my old friend in the
Spectator that it isn't Greek--because it~
is. I recognize in that attack the avenging
hand of outraged virtue, mindful how nearly

e
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that paper was idduced, throd%h a sManeless B,
trick (I was in the fourth form then, you '

! know), to admit into its chaste pages a
flaming ‘eulogy of M. le marquis de Sade.

»

|

And in a letter to William Bell,Scotin dated '"March 15 1f1865_],"
Swinburne also denounced the "Christian" interpretation of Atalanfa:

"I observe also with due joy that neither of you ifScott and Lady

Trevelyan / seem to object to what’ the unwise Christian sld}es of faith

and fear characterize as: blasphemous rebellion against their Supreme

Being."3

" . ’

Swinburrne's: insistence on disregarding what-most critics have o

consistently assessed as a heterodox divergency'from the Classicai

IS

. tHheological perspéctive did not stem from any spurious motive.a He was

genuinely convinced that he had not transgressed ‘the norms of Hellenic

1

piety in his Atalasnta. This assurance resulted gﬁom the faét that
. —— . -

6

Sw‘pburne was a subjective reader and eritic who would, unconséiodsly

1

Letters, I, 121; Jetter dated "/ ca. April 20, 1865 J".
13'

Letters, I, 114. Lady Trevelyan had written elogiously on Atalanta

to Scott .on March 13; the Jatter replied the next day: "About Algernon's

‘moem . . . it 18’ the most \pure and perfect work of the kind in English . . . ,
It has its peﬁuliarities ag indicating certain questionable characteristics

of the author, but the paganism and the license are quite right to his
classical subject, and give truth and value to- every page" (Letters, I,

113n). This should be noted as perhaps the only “eommentary on Atalanta

which does not ‘consider its "license” as a Classical aberration
’ $ 4 o ' . :
Clyde K Hyder relates that although most "Reviews" did notk'

‘perceive Atalanta's heterodoxy until Lord Houghton "pointedly refer ed

to its 'bitter and angry anti~theism'" in The Edinburgh Review (the

passage in which this phrase appears will be cited later), "The Spectator

and The Times were aware that the religious tone of the play was not
2ne__lmes

Greek'" (Introd:, The Critical Heritage i_London. Routledge & Kegan Paul,

1970 7, pp. xv-xvi),

[
'
~ . \.v
3 . 1
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it seems, project his own propensities on the works of authors hé

ddmired > It appears that this wds an inveterate inclination in -~

P .
Syiﬁburne, for over forty years later, he would say of Sophocles, whose
attitude {s traditionally recognized as one of "unques.tioni'ng faith,"a- . !

» that: | & . , ’

. . . . . the haughty and daring protest
' or appeal in whicﬂ Sophocles, speaking
. "through the lips of virtuous Hyllus, - o
. ~ / . impeaches and denounces the iniquity of :
' of Heaven with a steadfast and earnest . .
vehemence / is ] unsurpassed in its Spoken L
rebellion by any modern guestioner or T
. Blasphemer of divine providence,

» Swinburne, of whom Lang -says that "No poet has been more immersed . . . o o
in the Greek t:laszsics;,"8 was «learly attributing his own p_c;i’nt' of view :

a
N

to Sophocles. ‘ : L . -

. , . . f/

B v .
L)

o * Where he admired Swinburne was inclined to find or contri{e
‘. Co affinities, and, conversely, he refuted alleged parallels between the

« ~work of a writer he disliked and his own. An example is his notable

Y A v aversion to Euripides, which Rutland qualiifies ﬁ,‘;!'perhaps his most

-

‘ “ 5. - This will be elaborated in- the following chapter, particularly ‘ }.\
- ", din%relation to Swinburne s analysis of William Blake. ' cN
H
i

i ¢
< . 6»Art:hu*r S. Way, trans., Introd., Euripides,” 4.vols. (1912; rpt.

‘ Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1959), I, xi. All further references
to the plays of Euripides are to this edition and will appear in the

@ te)tc in the following form' volume number, page number,

_ ‘The Age of Shakes'péare 171908 7; rpt. in The Complete Works of ,
. Algernon Charles Swianburne, 20 vols., ed. Sir Edmund Gosse and Thomas .
s James Wise (Bonchurch Edition 1925 _rpt. New York. Russell, 1968), XI, ”
“ 432, .. A ‘ s

- . ‘. ° «
8. In his Introducf.{r\x to Ketters, I, xv. ’

-
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1

striking critical perversity" kp. 167). Swinbgrne vehemently rejected

’any cfitical rapprochement with the poet whom he deemed "£rOUGIéd with
- a dysentery of poetical imag}nation and a diarrhoe; of- rhetorical

sophistry"; “'there are but two--tragic poets!" exclaimed Swinburne-

[ (Letters, III, lob),\thereby dismissing the defiant spirit most likely

to justify Atalanta's theological license; for "if we can find anything

o . .
R ‘ in Greek drama akin to the atmosphere of Atalanta," submits Rutland,

"it is most certainly in Euripides” (p.167). This corroborates Marion

Clyde Wier's assertion that"the whole outlook of the Chorus 4fin
, . Atalanta_] is Euripidean / rather than Aeschylean /" (p. 19). *°

.
»

Rather than establish kinship with Eurilpides, Swinburne allowed ;

»

w

+ his revergnce for'Sophocles to mold his interpretation of the latter's
theoiogical‘affront. He thus vested in the tragedian's "protest" an ' .
N : ' added dimension, alien to it but indubitably of Swinburniam origin. ' - o

Swinburne's apprehension of the Hellenic spirit, however commendable -

>
l v
. . ;

in all other respects, was tainted in the theological realm with his own - o

. impious colouring: in the religious tiradeg of Greek tragedy, the poet

]

a

o , ©  perceived an exqessf&e rebelliousness and frrevereucerwhich; he believed,

. * . A

matched his own. Accordingly, he was conﬁ&nced,”wbile composing Atalanta,’

i d v

-: . that he was»resbecting the spirit of, Hellenic piety. -Whatever the result,

Swrinburne had earnestly beeh)héedful of his Classical motiye;‘sé."don't

O o AN B i e g

say. . .. .  that it isn't Greek,"iwas‘his confident reply, "because it ig.d a

N "
. 3 s

o This establishes the veracity @f the Clasgical mo&ive.',The '1 -

. referential presence of "God" in Atalanta is jdstified by Swinburne's '

avowed intent to reanimate the Hellenic theological perspective. ’A;thougﬁ

, '
- * i .

\ this discussion does not attempt to trace th® Classical antecedents which,
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had authentically or subjectively inspired the defiant nature of
Atalanta's theology,9 the principal critical cdonclusions should be
examined; for their purport r&yeals the ingtigative presenee of another ¢

motive by which to explicate the play's theology.

;{" A nyive extrinsic to the Classical is unanimously recognized as °
having spurred Atalanta's theological defiance: most critics have

!

labelled it “antitheism " Here is the foremost contémporaryrverdict on °
. . Atalanta's"theology pronounced By‘Lord Hohghton in 1865:

. »
That the problem of Evil, the mystery
of sorrow, the contradictions of life,
- A "weighed heavily on the old Greek mind,
‘ . and constituted much of the pathos of
their legends and their literature, is
undéniable, but we shall look in vain .
. for any precedent for the naked defiance
o - of the supreme, the bitter and angry
anti~theism, which'is here presented as
the ruling passion.l0 ) -
n i L4 , 1 ,
Tennyson's question to Sw%bburne about Atalanta-- "Is it fair for

1
- s

a Greek chorus to abuse the Deiggﬁsomething in the style of the Hebrew
] i prophets??ll~—signals the critical perceptioh of Atalanta's biblical

o 2l ac
- N l -/

? In addition to Wier's and Rutland's studies,, the following works oo
"may be consulted for their analyses of the Classicism of Atalanta in Calydon:
, Paul de Reul submits a lucid, perspicacious evaluation in his L'Oeuvre de - .
§ Swinburne (Bruxelles: Sand, 1922); and Douglas Bush treats the subject in i

a chapter devoted to "Swinburne" in his Mythology and the Romantic

Tradition in English Poetry (1937; rpt. New York: Norton, 1963), pp.328- .
357. 1t should be noted that although Wier's efforts aye undoubtedly the, :
most far-reaching, his analysis is cpnfined to the comparison of Atalanta
(and Erechtheus) with the tragedies of Aeschylus and Euripides, and does
not, furnish a synthesized evaluatjon of the play s Classicism.

— ' 10 "Atélanca in Calydon: A Tragedy," The Edinburgh Review, CXXII

(July 1865), pp. 213-14;
. oomn

Cited by C.K. Hyder, p. 112.

. - .
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. character. Paul de Reul notes that "Les phrases bibliques envahissent
Yk
Jusqu'aux choeurs d'Atalanta” (p.84), and recognizes "le style de Job" in

the choral lamentations (p. 149). * P. Dottin finds "le choeur d'Atalanta

in Calydon . . . plus swinburnien que grec {car il se pose en contempteur .-

“-

des Hieux)."12 And Douglgé Bush claims that:

Whatever slight paralleld can be found , 3 »
in Greek tragedy, especially in Euripides, )
the total effect is quite un-Greek. Swin-
‘ burne wrests the idea of fate out of all
likeness to a philosophical conception of
" the laws which never grow old, an eternal
. order which breaks the unruly or unfortunate
H individual. In the drama as a whole . ., .
he makes Greek idiom and allusion the vehicle .
for a perversion of Greek sentiment. (p. 340) .

"William Rutland mote specifically points out the "imperious desire" 'to

kill God, implicitly uttered in Atalanta‘' as anachronistic: "There is

[

nothing akin to this in Greek poetry; it is an utterly unhellenic

e -

philosophy" (p. 142). ' ’ , y

Altﬁough denunciations of the indifference, arbitrariness,
. ' . ) ;

- impenetrability of the gods are often 1nterwéaVed;:h7Classica1 drama, ' 'f

with pious declarations, they do not--as in Atalanta--constitute the
fabric of the play. And whatever defiant or despairing utterances nay,
in fac;, be summoned froﬁ Greek traéedy to warrant the legitim;cy of
Atalapta's denunciations, none 1is pronounced by the traditionally mild- ' ]
mannered and conciliatory Chorus. 'This is Paul de Reul's main objection |

o

to Atalagra's Claseicism: - '

[N

12
25), p. 420.

"Swinburne et les Dieux,’ Revue Anglo-Américaine, IE (1924- \v~

[l

\
«
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Son tort [ Swinburne's ] est d'avoir outré
des sentiments que les anciens expriment

' sans appuyer, comme un secret trop douloureux,
et d'attribuer ces sentiments au choeur, qui
est généralement, chez les Grecs, 1l'organe
de la tradition, du respect religieux

devant 1la destinge. (p. 167) ‘ . .
. , . L)

Altﬁoug% Swinburne, as Lang relates, was 'the last man in the world

to admif to an error, even when faced with7lrrefutab1e‘faétual‘proof,“13

i . he was eventually "sparred" to reason. In his review of Atalanta, Lord

C:XT“\* Houghton's suggestion of 2 Byronic influence on the play incited

Swinburne to correct the critic, thereby admitting his Sadian source:
I only regret that in justly attacking i (/
my Antitheism you have wilfully misrepresented
} its source. I should have bowed to the
‘ o judicialk sentence if instead of 'Byron with .
@ \ a difference' you had said 'de Sade with a
difference.' The poet, thinker, and man of
o the world from whom the theology of my poem
is derived was a greater than Byron. He
indeed, fatalist or not, saw to the bottom T
of gods and mep.14 ' .

[ 4

*

. “

Swinburne's confirma{ion‘is, in effect, superfluous; Atalanta is saturated
\ - - . e ———— "
with evidence of Sade's impressive impact on the poet. With or without
. N ‘ .
2 . Swinburne's approval, ‘critics would have undoubtedly maintained, with

: . Douglas Bush, that "in Atalanta, Swi%?urne put the metaphysic of Sade

into superficially antique dress' (p. 350).

.
«

. The thematic infiltration in Atalanta of Sade's "metaphysic'' may

‘ceftainly,bé invoked to substantiate the motive which th generally been

»

13 In his Introduction to Letters, T, xxxviii. ’/

~

14 Letters, I, 125; dated "/ Friday July 147, 1865 J", therefore,
approximately three months after Swinburne's vehement. refutation of such
'an ipterpretation allegedly submitted by "outraged virtue," :

onhe®

~
*
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v ) ' a . f * ; .
acknowledged as adulterating the play's Classicism; that is, Swinburne's | §.

"antitheism, Yet, this term's ppésible connotation of theism might
t ' b

equivocate not.only Sade's dramatic assertions that he was, in fact,
, » »
indicting "une chimere," but also the. analogous claim made on

Swinburne's.behalf,

' Paul de Reul submits that "le dieu qu'on invective dans Atalanta

edt celui du Prométhée de Shelley, le tyran que 1'homme s'est donnd,

.plutdt que le Zeus d'Eschyle' (p. 149n). Lafourcade concurs: "A vrai '
el ) , . .

r

dire, leg vers d'Atalanta feraient plutdt penser au Prométhée Déchainé,

+

. ' , A -
de’Shelley,” but finds that Swinburne had turned to William Blake for*

. “f'indigna;ion passionnée” which his own "Urizen," as Ifffourcade

N

) suggestively gubs Swinburne's "God," inqpires.‘ And yet Blake's verses
¥ N ~
N L - . .
could not have sparked 'le délire anarchi%?e du grand Choeur IV" (II,

N

461) ;" this, Lafourcade maintains, Swinbur “had found in Sade.

* [

Swinburne's personal antitheism and atheism had surreptitiously
' b .
* vied with Classical tenets,@ynereby‘prOQucing the unhellenic blasphemies

1S
of the Chorus and its anachronistic desire to commit deicide, as well

,

as the Judeo-Christian features of ‘Atalanta; moreover, Sade, Blake and

Shelley, having competed with Aeschylus and Euripides, had prevailed.

- . -
. Atalanta's "God" may have sprung from Swinburne's fun§amental
‘Classical morive; but the features andxthe fate of "the supreme evild
are analogous to those of Sade's "chimére," Blake's "Uiizen,” and
Shelley's "Jupiter." That is, the "supreme evil, God" dramatically

embodies the traditional conception of a God who is, in reality, nothing.

’ ~
but a construct; and, consequently, "His" fate is determined by--more
¢
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N - than Swinburne's Classical or antitheistic impulses--his atheisttc
f <y : 4 P

. " iconoclastic motive.

'
U B
L]

And lest Swinburne's iconoclastic instrument be considered

insufficiently effective or appropriate: it should be remembered that

inasmuch as his attack is directed at the intellect, he is equipped

‘ i \
with the most suitable and subtlest of weapons:

L

Speech too bears fruit, being worthy; and : ' ;
' . .. - alr blows down

, . Things poisonous, and high-~seated violences, ) 1
. . And with charmed words and songs have men '
A " put out ) 15
Wild evil, and the fire of tyrannies. N
Y ) j\ ‘ o i
" , ]
] . ;
. .
] 1
. D ' ' 9 1
o
¥ : C ' , !
1]:: 13 ! . . # 3
' f‘ [ b \ j & r ! N
2 t
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- 15 '

”Atalanta in Calydon, ‘IV.I, 263, £11 further references to t,he‘ )
W play- are .to page alone. B ' . ' . Ty
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CHAPTER 2 !

The Iconoclastic Motive \

The Classical motive is then fundamentally, but not exclusiyely,

responsible for the divine presence in Atalanta. Had Swinburme prevented

his personal convictions from adulterating his attempt to revive Classical

theology, no competing motive could be signalled. However, Atalanta's
unorthodox digressions from the Classical perspective, as well as the
Judeo-Christian orientation of these‘digressions, confirm that another

motive had prompted Swinburne's poetical contrivance of a God.

As Swinburne worked on Atalanta, his intellect was being perturbed
by two pggminent "heretics": "il est plongé . . . dans les ouvrages de

William Blake et ,du Marquis de Sade; le probléme théologiqué pése sur lui

et 1'obséde."1

!

Although Swinbuéne freely alluded to the'Mhrqdis and even composed

"a highly imaginative versified portrait of Sade"z—-"Charehton"‘—dated

" "Dimanche 27 octobre 1861," in which the latter is described as:

»

L*homme Supreme, élan de la nature altieéere >
Qui’ prend Dieu par 1'oreille et 1'appelle cqmpere,
Regarde 1'infini, le nargue et lui dit Tu.3

Fe '

La Jeunesse, II, 389. : "

2 Cecil Y. Lang, Letters, I, 46n.

l

3 "Charenton" is reprinted by Lang in New Writings by Swinbirne . o s

(New York: Syracuse University Press, 1964), pp.8-9. ‘
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“ his estimation/éf Sade Had no substantial basis, for Swinburne had not
yet read the Marquis' worke. His sole source of knowlede of Sade was
! I
2 i
I?nc}cton-Milnes." informed discussion, and the latter appears to have

"resisted Swinburne's importunities' to borrow his copy of La Nouvelle

B . L)
Justine ou les Malheurs de la wertu "for nearly a year before capitulating,

\

in August 1862, né

Ty AN
ltc

Swinburne's immédiate reaction T:o the novel-~one of utter

‘!

disappointment—jis l/engthily and vehemently expatiated in a Yetter to his

.

mentor. He is'unnequivocal as to the "effect" produced on hinm and in his

caustic critique of the Marquis:

"'Is this the mighty Satyr? is this all?' . . .
Weep with me over a shattered idol! . . .
assuming every postulate imaginable, 1 lament
to say it appears to me a most qutrageous

fiasco. (Letters, I, 54)

In a fictitidus address' to ‘Sade, ‘lat"er in the letter, Swinburne's

protest tralnslat;es the disjillusionment of what had indubitably been a

“
"

subject:ive vision: J

Tenez, my friend, Arch-Professor of the
Ithyphallic Science as you are, will you

: hear the truth once for all?. You take
yourself for a great pagan philosopher--you
are a Christian ascetic bent on earni?g the .
salvation of the soul through the mortification
of the flesh. You are one of the family of
St. 'Simeon Stylites, You are a hermit of the
Thebaid turned inside out. You, a Roman of
the latter empire? Nero knows nothing of you.. . .
Paganism washes its ‘hand of you. (p 57)

a b T
4 Cecil Y, Lang, .Introd., Letters, I, xlvi, o e
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By paganism, Swinburne meant both aversior{ t'o'Christianity and - R
adher.enc'e to thé Classical me;tality. If the Marquis unfailingly
lrespects the first clausa. 'of Swinburne's definition, he nevertheless
professes no s.yrppathy for paganism, which he derides as he does all-other
religions, under§coring its initiative role in .theological history..
Although the poet had so Jimagi'ned him, Sadel név/er purported %:o bc'a a |
v pagan, "Offended by this estrangement from'his'own Position, Swinburne .

thus denigrated his ''idol."

N

B
Yet, if the literal sense of Swinburne's assertion.that Justine

"has done decidedly little damage to my brain or nerves" (Letters, I, 57) ,
~may be trusted, the parting of the ways suggested in the letter will

certainly not be effectedt™ Three months after his sardonic complaini:

-

against the Marquis, Swinburne assists Milnes in deciphering '"a priceless
autograph letter of the Marquis de Sade" of which "'The handwrit;ng I
flafter myself with tl}inking not unlike that o.f this note."5 The poet's
correspondence, from December:?j on, abounds with allusions to "ce cher
et d"igns marquis”; Milnes is consistently addressed as "Mon cher Rodin";

Swinburne frequently switches to French to articulate improvised Sadian

¢

scenes in Sadian 'jargon' and wit; and facetiously impersonates and

[4

. animates Sadian characters. 6

. i SR .‘
.
.
' . N . .
- . I'd u ,

B "3 Letters, I, 63. Letter dated "/ Nov. 25, 1862_]"

\6 See, for instance, the letter to Milnes dated "12 février / 1863 7" '
in which Swinburne poses as “Zulma de Cardoville," one of Sade's heroines - :
'who appears in the concluding chapter of Justine, Several othei Sadian
personae are mentioned in the letter (Letters, I, 79-83). )

2 i i oot — - °
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The Marquis' powerful impact, albeit 3 retardement, is perceptible

" in Swinburne's near obsessive references to "Ce bon M. de Sade .

. . cet
‘ hougme sublime" (Letters: I, 66). Swinburne, now avowedly ''grown over-wise

5
through perusal of Justine and Juliette,"7 ot only delights in epistolary,

emulations of the Marquis' sado-eroticism  and humores but exhibits the

.4
more serious aspect of Sade's influence.

2

In this refutation of Ruskin's assessment of his poems, which the
' o

latter had read in manuscript, Swinburne explicitly acknowledges Sade's

g phildsophical objective: . .

R. actually i&\timates that 'genius ought ‘to devote ’ .
itself' to the help of humanity and 'to overthrowing
its idols,' in 4 word to justify the ways of Urizen
to the sons of Enitharmon. 'Quelle horreur! Yet .
.again I abstained from replying that when a man of
genius did devote himself to the benefit of humanity
and the upsetting ofiits idols (notamment ‘cette
chimére méprisable qu'on appelle la Vemtu, et cette
chimére exécrable qu'on appelle Dieu') . . . humanity-
rewards their supreme benefactor with a madhouse or

a gaol.8

a

If Sade had in effect been rewarded by both the "madhouse” and the

"gé&l‘," Swinburne's own boon will prove to be immensely more pleasant: _
! . - J

Atalantaoin Calydon, his own iconoclastic effort, will win the poet an

; indisputable laurel. ’

‘-
N

! Letters, I, 78‘; dated 'l'_-ca; Fehrﬁary 10, 1863 7."

'Letter to W.M. Rossetti dated "August 8 /71863 /", I, 86. This
.. passage also displays Swinburne's first affinitive. association of Blake
and Sade; a rapprochement which will be elaborated in his William Blake.
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Swinburne had come to understand Sade and would never agéin broach
the theme of inverted theology to deride the writer who "saw to the

bottom of gods and-men."” The radical "reconversion' to Sade cannot be 4

¢

substantially justified.

of his initial reaction--"I should like to know . . . whether you agree'
- -
I, 57)--'Swinburne had been gratified with a response

Vo [ . .
It may be that having yrequested Milnes' opinion

or not" (Letters,

elucidating the Marquis' phifc\)sophical objecti{ei. Or perhaps Swinbume's

. / . .
initial disappointment--mostly generated from the let—down of his biased

: e:\Cpectations——simply waned and was sxf{)erseded by further and calmer

reflection. Swinburne's reécantation is, h?wever, indisputably manifest

] .. # . 1
A .
in his acknowledgement of Sade as "The poet, thipker, anhd man of the

world from whom the theology of my poem l-Atalanta in Calydon_j is derived"

.

—~

(Letters, I, 125).

) : o
Concurrent to his epistolary (and: certainly other) meditations on

3

Sade, ‘was a serious preoccupation with the works of William Blake.

Having been solicited by the Rossettis for an aeccount of the Prophefic

" 'Books to be included in their revision of Aléxapder Gilchrise's Life of

Blake, Swinburne--conyinced that "the best thing for the book . . . is
to leave it alone"--refused; yet consequently set upon "the makifig of a

distintt small commentary of a running kind, but as full and satisfactory

4

as could well be made on Blake's work, "0 . \ =
.v‘ | 4 ' )i

K 9 Letter to Lord Houghton / Monckton-Milnes 7 dated "Friday
. [ July 147, 1865 7", Letters I, 125. '

10 Letter dated "/ October 6, 1862__7", Letters I, 60, = {
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By "December 15 [1863__7," Swinburne had reéviewed, for his own use,

, _ - _ \ N L
"half the Life / Gilchrist's ] .". . also some notes on. the 'Gates of
S <

" Paradise'" and resolved that Q"t:he matter (half-handled and h'alf—s}lirfced

as it is by Gilchrist) will seem so hopelessly and provokingly obscure

4

that somfthi-ng must be dohe, if (as I hope and wish) ever)"’ corner of

Blaké's work is to be more or less reclaimed from chgos- and reduced to
a 'cosmic state for*the‘persevering student who desires to esc‘ap;a from
the bondage of Bowlahoola"‘ (Letters, I, 90). Swiﬂburne tl"lUS engaged
‘himself in a five-year ef%ort of‘v;zrhich the‘ fruit wouELd be h?.s weli-

lnown William Blake. .
Swinburne's attention was, never uniiaterally fq'cused; he seemed

best motivated when working o several things simultaneously. The next

letter, dated "December 31 / 1863 /, " reveals that while reflecting on

.

Blaice‘and‘Sade, he had been deeply invplved in yet other business: |

"f have done some more of my Atalanta whith will be among my great doings

o

% ' “ L
if it keeps up with its own last scenes throughout" (Letters, I, 93).
g : _ ‘
' Swinburne's immersion in Blake and Sade was then bound to produce

.

- . creative and intellectusl repercussions on hi.slsynchronous composition. .

{

1, 115.

of Atalant#. Moreover, in preparation for his own Classical project, thg

T

poet had reviewed Shelley's Prometheus Unbound .(as well as Arnold's
Meroge)‘ll and could har&ly_ﬂhave neglected td note the conceptua} affinity

ofeits "Jupiter" with Blake's "Urizen" and Sade's ’i{;himére."

4

11 Swinburne mentions this in a letter to Lady Trevelyan, Letters

~
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Sade, Blake and Shelley all dramatized a divine construct., = They

reified in. their works the traditlonal concept of a.God which they deemed

had been engendered by narrow and 1mpressionable minds. Hence, although

these writers may be dramatically addressing "God " their tirades are,

¢

v in facﬁ: pointed toward the intellects that fabricate and revere the »
<

ens rationis. - K

o
.

Their literary deq}ctlone of "God" consist in displaying the very

. characteristics which theists, avowedly or unavowedly, attribute to the

divine and'carrying these putative features to their logjcal, acrimonious

extremes. This is done in an effort to suggest or demopstrate the

absyrdity of believing in an,imagined omnipotence who would impose ’

4

unnecessary self-abnegation and constraining burdens. ese writers'

~

. dramatical figurations of "God" should certainly not warrant the assumption

i Y . . o

(.that they believed in the existence of their own cohtrivances; they were
i . A - - €

ekeiusively "giving a body to Falshood that it may be%cast out forever”

(Jerusalem,.p.153).

¢

in Atalanga, to emulate the icohoelastic.spirit-of

. ‘

these three men, but woula fost’ avidly follow the Sadian letter.

& o

iconoclastic manner was certainly an eminent precedent, for he fashions a
¢ v

& Swinburne was
‘Shelley's

"Jupiter" who--while qualified as the "Oppressor of hanﬂind,"lz-—resides

- . .
. .9 v
. »
.
. ’ a
. "

3
12 "In Shelley's Preface’ to Prometheus Unbound / 1820 7; rpt. in
Shelley s Prometheus Unbound: A.Varorium Edition, ed. Lawrence John '
Zillman (Seattle: Univ. of Washington Press, 1960), p.. 120. All further
references to Shelley 8 Prometheus Unbpund, hereafter cited as PU, are

', -to this edition and appear in the text. , -

Ll ’
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. Y . T
. : ‘ U
' Dreams and the light imaginings of men, e

And all that faith creates or love desires, . S
Terrible, strange, sublime and baauteous shapes . , .
. o . all the gods - ‘

Are there, and all the powers of the nameless worlds,
Vast, sceptred phantoms; heroes,” men and beasts;. ..

And Demogorgon, a tremendous gloom; ' L
And he, the supreme Tyrant, o his throne of burning

gold. (PU, pp. 143-44)

e

* "In Stelley's,allegory," submits Carl Grabo, it is the mind of min

which creates and 'whith destroys Jupiter;" hence God is but a dramatized

-

construct® 'the creations of the mind itself are personified; philosophic

)

_abstractions are,projected, externalized, and become actors in a drama."

<

Shelley's Jupiter is but "a frail and empH 'phz:htom"; a’ "Phantasm" (U, -
' . -

p.l4sy. . n s o
[ ‘ T i

s s ’ . :

. Swinburne's greater conformity to the Classical mentality

-

o -
f

°

allow him to be as exPhcit as Shelley. In order 'to sugge
dannot arniculate the cogency of the, iconoclastic proposition which Grabo

pefceives in Prometheus Unbox.md‘—-"Humanity « « « creates the eyil which

"1t suffers and ultimat‘elﬂr 'ﬁ‘tmy's that evil personified by the Jupiter

‘of its creation” (p.lS)-.-ISwinBurrie delineates tl'ie‘ malefic and tribulative
' irx;positions which theigts are logically bound to recognize as emanating
! ; . 1

from their so called omnipotent God; so that the rejection of.this

"supreme evil, God" becomés the only viable, if not reasonable, solution.
N

»

¥

]

L

13

Prometheus Unbound :

‘ ¥
An Interpretation (1935; rpt. New York:

GO;rdian, 1968),. pp. 12, 159.

>
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‘and rewakened as Swinburnian Blake . . . Swinburne was a fervent admirer

35

«
>

]

N

' Albeit Swinburne does not broach the notion of God's merely conceptual

IS

Existenqe in Atalanta, the play's theologital discourse is unequivocally

geared toward the implicit asse{;ion of this idea. - —

Although some of Shelley's theologicél harangues will inspire

Swinburne, the crucial episode of Prometheus Unbound is deemed by the | -
latter pot forceful enough: "the Deliverance is washed out and washed
away inta mere flood of 'gentle words'" (Lettegs, 1I, 94); and can

therefore not vie wlth the clangorous impact of Sade's invectives.

[l
«
t '

“ ‘Blake's own ominous ”Falshood" is incarmate in "Urizen": "an

rdd ‘. % . v
abstract non ‘entity . . ./ a /] cloudy . . . God . . . Now seen, now . '
5

obscur'd; King of sorrow" (The Book of Ahania, p. 83); the mistaken

Demon’ of heaven" (Visions of the Daughters of Aflbion,,p.| 47), 1Im 22?

[;First 7 Book of Urizen the poet thus describes the aoﬁéarance of this

"deathful shadow" (p. 79): - . - ‘ - o

- \
o

Lo, a shadow of horror is risen- .
, In Eternity! Unknown, umprolific! - '
¢ Self-~closd, all-repelling: What Demon ’
© " Hath form'd this abominable-void
. This soul~shudd'ring’vaccum?~--Some said
\ . "It is Urizen", But unknown, abstracted .
s ' Brooding'secret, the dark power hid. (p- 69) ’

. -

If Blake ngaﬂ outspoken iconpclast, he is also fundamentally a

LS

chéist, albeit enlightened. Whatever gealous efforts were exerted by !

’

,Swiﬁburneﬁté‘rally Blake undexr the Sadian_banngr,la the English poet's .

* -
¢ 4 : o

{

P .

‘ 14 Especially in William Blake. ‘David G. Riede's assessment 1is !
cogeh; "Swinburne s reading of Blake presents us with a mutated version | i
. of the- original Blake has undergone a metamorphosis, ‘has fallen asleép  ° «°

of Blaké and saw him--sometimes correctly and~§?metimes not-~ag a champion

. of the causes he himself believed in" (p. 39)
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__convictions remained inexorably implanted in theistic ground. "His faith

wl5

was absolute and hard like a pure fanatic's, admits Swinburne;. and

+ this must have tempered his discipleship, reétricting a potentially

impressive influence.

)
[ 3

§ade‘s incomparabie impact on Swinburne is easily justified. If ;
Blake's theism and Shelley's "gentle" mamner attenuated these poets'
impact on Swinburne, the Marquis' boldly articulate atheism was certain
to gener;te a powerful attraction. Moreover, Sade held a‘sup?lementary

Y

N \
lure which would infallibly seduce a g;ediSposed Swinburne--gadism,

‘Blake and Shelley had high enough cards but the Marquis, so to speak, held 3 ;
~ a full-house. ‘ n !
' ‘ ’ |
, - ‘ i
Sade was unequivocal as to his perception of the divine: ~* 3
~c : i
W ' . , g
O .. . cet Btre execrable, né de la crainte des unms, . R

dé la fourberie des autres, et de 1'ignorance de

tous . . . une platitude révoltante qui ne mérite . 1

de nous ni un instant de foi, ni un moment de . ‘

“ regpect; une extravagance ‘pitoyable qui répugne a ;

‘ ' 1'esprit, qui révolte le coeur et qui n'est sortie ' ;
des ténébres que pour le tourment et 1’ humiliation

des hommes, Exécrez cette chimére; elle est

. épouvantable; elle ne peut exister que dans . ‘
l'etroite Cervelle des imb&ciles ou des frénétiques:

il n'en est point de plus dangereuse au monde, aucune . j

. N qui doive Btre & la fois plus redoutée . . . plus /

abhorrée des humains. (Justine, VI, 152) °

. . . Y [N T - ' n‘u
1> Hugh J.'Luke, ed., Willfem Blake: A Critical Essay by 1
Algernon Charles Swinburne (London: Hotten, 1868; rpt. Lincoln : Univ.

of Nebraska Press,~1970), p. 5; hereafter cited as WB.
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Albeit Swinburne's objective is to evoke this brand of reasoning, he.

1

cannot be so overtly heretical in his Classical context. He therefore
resorts to the only theisgic perspecti&e dramatized by Sade, through the

fictional Saint Fond whose God, "le centre du mal," is indubitably the

immediate precursor of Swinburme's "supreme evil":

£

‘ « + « je me dis: il existe un Dieu; une main
* quelconque a nécessairement cr&& tout ce que je
vols, mais elle ne 1'a créé que pour le mal, elle
ne se plalt que dans le mal, le mal est son essence . . .
que lui importe que je souffre de ce mal, pourvu qu'il
lui soit nécessaire? . ., . le mal . . . est absolument
utile 3 1l'organisation vicieuse de ce triste univers.
Le Dieu qui 1'a formé est un &€tre vindicatif, trés
barbare, trés méchant, trés injuste, tré@s cruel, et
cela, parce qué lh vengeance, la barbarie, la méchanceté,
1'iniquitd, la scélératesse, sont des modes nécessaires
aux fessofts de ce vaste ouvrage . . . Clest dans le.
mal qu'il a créé le monde; ¢ est par le mal qu'il le
soutient, c'est par le mal qu'il le perpetue « o
le mal qui nuit toujours, le mal qui est l'essence de
Dieﬁ ne-saurait &tre susceptible d'amour ni de
reconnaissance ... . ce Dieu, centre du mal et de la féro-
cité, tourmente et fait tourmenter 1' homme par la nature
et par d'autres hommes pendant tout le temps de son ,
"existence. '(Juliette, VIII, 383-4)

)
®
.

Bound by his Classical models ‘to the adoption of a theistic
perspective, Swinburne must have found Sade's handling of such a
perspective torbe the most compatibi; with his purﬁose. Although
Shelley's "ghost of Jupiter" similarly springs "From all-prolific Evil"
(EH; p.144) and Blake'; "Selfish father éf men" is "Cruel jealous selfish
fear" ("Earth's Answer'| p. 18), Swinburne does not focus on_thevproblem
of divine evil from the vantage of these two poets. ?lake and Shelley
depict evil as the human trait primarily responsible for the creation’of
the divine construct and hence the evil imputed to tefir "Gods" is

exclusively a projection of the evil inherent im mythopoeic minds.
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°

Although Sade and Swinburne are flrmly convinced of the cogency of

. ~—

the proposition that the concept of God, 1f it originated in fear and
ignorance, was perpet:z:ed‘by‘evil minds,16 they approach the problem of

evil, from their theisWc perspectives, in a more phildsophical light.

“

As puéative theists, they acEnowledge the existence of God while’
simu}taneously exposing the evil which perme?tes the world, Thus the
.perennial antitheisticArétionale is reiterated: if both God and evil
“exist, G;d must be responsible for all evil and is, “in f;ct, "the sipreme

evil," "le centre du mal."

-~
-

b
.Swinburne was, however,equally impressed by the histrionics of yet .

anﬁthé} Sadian character: Almani, a-perverse chemist who decries
‘nature' as the supreme devastator, Althougﬁ nagure, in Atalanta, does
flaunt Almanian colou;s, the poet more signiéicaﬁtly and elaborately
borrows, the jmagery and purpofﬁ of the chemt#t's igeology to dramdtize
"God." Having found ‘in Saint Fond's 'harangue the essential featuré of

&

Atalanta's divine personality~--evil--Swinburne secures from Almani's
. ’ - '

’ depiction of nature, the forembst divine activity-—}he wielding of death.
Sw{nburne moreover retains the parad&xical quality whicﬁ Almani descri&es
as ﬁotivéting the Qe§tructive impulse.‘ Observe nature as apprehended by
thé:§adian cﬂemist, noting pFrticularly its viciously oxymoronic ve&n:

_ ‘ ’

-16

“perspectives: for Sade's exposition of this view, see above, p. 36 ;
Swinburne expounds this theme in "Before a Crucifix" (II, 81-87) and
"Birthday Ode" (III, 341~-58).

Both writers delipeate this proposition outside of their theistic
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- - Suivez-la jfla nature_] dans toutes ses opérations:
vous ne la trouverez jamais que vorace, destructive
‘ et méchante, jamais qu'inconséquente, contrariante
et dévastatrice . . . A quoi servait-il de nous
cT&er pour nous rehdre aussi malheureux? . . . Ne
dirait-on pas que son art meurtrier n'ait voulu former
que des victimes . . . que le mal ne soit son unique
gélément, et que ce ne soit que pour couvrir la terre de
sang, de larmes et de deuil qu'elle soit douée de la
faculté créatrice? . . . vous ne la verrez jamais créer
que pour détruire, n'arriver 3 ses fins que par des
meurtres, et ne s'engraisser comme le Minotaure, que
. . "du malheur et de la destruction des hommes . . . Lui
voyez-vous jamajs dispenser un don sans qu'une peine
grave l'accompagne? Si elle vous &claire douze heures,
c'est pour vous plonger douze autres dans les ténébres;
vous laisse-t-elle jouir des douceurs de 1'8té, ce
n'est qu'en les accompagnant des horreurs de da fou-

- dre . . . Voyez avec quel art méchant elle entreméle .
vos jours d'un peu de plaisir et’ de beaucoup de peines;
examinez . . . les maladies dont elle vous accable,
les divisions qu'elle fait naltre parmi vous, les
suites effroyables dont elle veut que vos plus douces

. passions soient entremélées; pr@s de l'amour est la
fureur; prd@s du courage, la fé€rocité; pres de 1tambi-
tion, le meurtre; prés de la sensibilité, les larmes;

’ pré8s de la sagesse, toutes les maladies de la continence . . . '
» Sa main barbare ne sait donc ‘que pétrir le mal? le mal S '
la divertit donc? (Justine, VII, 46-47)

~
s

The -terrific impact which this tirade exerted on Swinbume is partiy
*

evidenced by the poet's unidentified, but unmistakable, reference to it .
as he attempts, in a footnpte in his William Blake, to correlate Blake's

‘conception of "the organ of destruction and division" with that of a

"modern pagan philosopher of more material tendencies."17 Yet the most . .

eloquent, and meaningful attestation of Swinburne 's appreciation of the .

17 Although Swinburne's "fragment of a paraphrase or 'excursus'"
would best be defined as a freely translated résumé of Sade's dispersed
.invectives against nature in both Justine and Juliette, its primary source
is dncontestably Almani's speech. Swinburne, in concocting his English
version, had significantly\not neglected the oxymoreonic terms of Almani‘'s
depiction. Swinbume's 'excursus' is contained in the Appendix,

e .
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Almanian diatribe resides within Atalanta whetfé '"the supreme evil, God,"

prompted bylghe permiclous whims of his paradoxical méntality, wreaks

havoc and destruction on His own creations.

The leitmoti £ of Almani's harangue--paradox: paradoi as”it emanates

from an evil 1mpulse and culminates in the Insidious inflicfion of

" death--is analogously that which informs all divine action in Atalanta.

18

As the Calydonian gods with their healing herbs infect our blood,"

and may "give us poisonous drinks for wine," "dnd gall for milk, and

cursing for a prayer" (p. 252); thus does the issue of the drama reside

in the “curse" that Artemm?”ﬁ;ath sent , . . To hurt us where she healed
us" (p.254).

The oxymoronic activities of Almani's nature are not exclusiveiy

~,

confined’to the ultimate annihilation of its ‘creations! ‘ Albeit gteadfastﬁy
. ’ . .
directed toward 'this objective, it moreover afflicts the span of. human

existence with a pernicious give-and-take, through the infestation of all

'positives by their destructive counterparts. Hence, if pleasure is
N

secured;-it is only with the vicious intent to adulterate or abort it

through the imposition of pain. Similarly, Atalanta's gods:

18 ey '

Following the Classical norm, Swinburne varxies between the
plural-'and the singular in his references to divinity. He thereby
respects the theological pluralism of the Hellenes and,while his
address to "the supreme evil, God" invokes the rightful Supremacy
of Zeus, it also legitimately reflects Judeo~Christian monotheism.

>
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Put moans into the bridal measure
- And on the bridal wools a staing
And circled pain about with pleasure,
And girdled pleasure about with pain;
And strewed one marriage-bed with tears
and fire
For extreme leoathing and supreme desire. (p.285) -

Blake's familiar verses in Songs of Experience--'"binding with briars,

my joys and desires" ("The Garden of Love", p.26) and '"blights with plagues
the Marriage}hearée" ("London", p.27)--may have partly inspired the above
passage, but jits éundamental affinity is with Sade.‘ Beyond their
simifarity both in imagery and purport with Almani's tirade, Swinburne's
verses transmit the more comprehensive Sadian theme of the incermingiing

of pain and pleasure. The sado-erotic discourse is thus patently operative

here to denote the gods" sadish.lg
L

It may%rightl; be claimed that the poet was in no need of Sade's
11lustrious example to depict thg contiguity of pain and pleasure.
Swinburne's own predilection had asserted itself long before he read Sade
whose jinfluence--it may be aided--he was predisposed to, not "corrupted"

19 Albeit Swinburne's alleged masochism may invite a favorable

interpretation of the gods' sadism, such an interpretation, which would
perceive “divine' sadism as an enjoyable phenomenon, cannot be contextually

‘substantiated. The intricacies of this argument cannot be entertained

here; it must suffice to say that although their own inclinations
indubitably inspired Sade.and Swinburne to introduce a sadistic vein in
their theological discourses, and albeit they very likely took pleasure
in this contrivance; both writers were certainly perspicacious enough
to realize that their readers would perceive 'sadism' as negative and
hence "God" as negative. Their intent was obviously to derogate~-not
enhange divinity; to expressly deride and confo¥e the traditional
conception of a benevolent and immaculate deity; and to evoke mistrust
in "God" thus paving the way for the 1ntegra1 refutation of "God,"
ultimately atheism.
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by. Yet for the dramatic application of "sadism" to divinity, Swinburne

was ummistakably indebted to the Marquis.20 )

» 13
Sadism and destructiveness are therefore divine characteristics and

they are conveyed through an unilateral thematic medium: paradox. The

" gods are bemt upon destroying what they have enéendered;, whether it be

human life or that which constitutessit. The feature which underlies all .

divine characteristics or actions is contradictoriness:

M "

The lord of love and loathing and of strife

'Who gives a star and takes a sun away;
Who shapes the soul, and makes her a barren wife

To the earthly body and grievous growth of clayi
Who turns the large limbs to a little flame

And binds the great sea with a little sand;
Who makes desire and slays desire with shame.(p.287)

As Lafourcade submits, this passagé reflects Blake's crusiade qgainst

"la contradiction entre 1'infini du désir et les limitations des sens."21

Blake often berates the individual, claiming that "man has closed himself

up" (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, p.39), thus bringing this

contradictory state upon himself; but Swinburne propitiously adopts, the
other Blakean perspective; that which dramatizes the "Selfish father of

men' as responsible for ''this heavy chain, / That does freeze my bones

' 20 This statement is supported by the chronology of Poems and

Ballads, First Serfes: the poems which 1mputé sadism to divinity make

their appearance (either through Swinburne's recitation of them to
friends or through publication) from December 1862 on. Swinburne read
Sade in mid-August of that year.

‘ ,21 La Jeunesse, II, 400. See especially the conclusion of The

Book of Thel from which the following verses are particularly pertinent

"Why a tender curb upon the youthful, burning boy? / Why a little curtain
of flesh on the bed of our desire?” (p.6).
B, Y ' ~
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around" and bounds "free love with bondage" ("Earth's Answer", p.18-19);

s

"the jealous God who divided nature against herself" (WB, p.118). :

Swinburne's verses are thus a variant of the theme upon which Blake's = . ;

Mary Magdalene admonishes divine contradictoriness in The Everlasting: f

~
»

Gospel : .

Thou Angel of the Presence Divine, -
That didst create this body of mine;
. Wherefore hast thou writ these laws

o And created.hell's dark jaws? , . .
o That they may call a shame and sin
Love's temple that God dwelleth in,
And hide in secret hidden shrine
The naked human form divine,
And render that a lawless thing
On which the soul expands her wing. (pp.513-14)

-

By portraying a God "Who makes desire and slays desire with shame,"

.

Swinburne is both fuelling his dramatic representation of a c0ncradictbry

L

s c— . ko

J . :

and absutd deity, while implicitly exposing and assailing the contrqdicﬁory
tenets of theism. Much as Sade indicts a God who--were he really to

exist—-would be the most ignominious of beings to perpetrate such )

contradictions or, alternately, "/ ces / imbéciles'de chrétiens," for

bl

catering to such inconsistency :
A\l

Qui d'ailleprs a créé 1'homme?Qui lui' a donné
les passions que doivent punir en lui les
tourments de l'enfer? Nlest-ce pas votre Dieu?
Ainsi donc, imbéciles de chrétiens, vous admettez } »
que d'une part ce Dieu ridicule pr@te 3 1'homme
. des penchants qu'il se trouve obljigé de' punir °
. 5 d'un autre cdté? . . . Dieu . . . (3 supposer
. ] - son existence, ce que je ne fais comme vous le
voyez, qu'avec.dégofit) serait . . . le plus Cy
injuste et le plus barbare des étres; s'il:
nous punissait de devenir malgré nous, viétimes
(’ - des travers dans lesquels sa main inconséquente
: nous plonge avec plaisir. (Juliette, VIII, 360,364)

.\‘
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. In "Anactoria'"--a poem which meticulously parallels both the
theological 'delineations and objectives of Atalanta--Swinburne has ' )

»

Sappho also broach the themle of divine contradictoriness with regard

to passion, Ehe interrogatory and rhetorical form used by Sade early . .
* L4 o
+in the aforementioned passage is analogously employed by Swinburne: .
soe ;ho hath cursed .
Spirit and flesh with longing? filled with y
thirst
. Their 1ips who cried unto him? who bade A / .
\ . exceed
The - fervid will, fall short the feeble deed,
Bade sink the spirit and the flesh aspire,
Pain animate the dust of dead desire . , .? (I, 62)
! J
Goﬂ#szdeviousnegs takes on even greater proportions in Atalanth, -
ndt only does He belabour thd quest toward gtatification by antagonizing )
spirit and flesh, by castigating the very thought of desire which He - has
created He paradoxically presqribes longing while insidiously and
thoroughly eliminating the possibility of its fulfillment: "Saying, ‘Joy
is not; but love of joy shall be" (p.288). The delusfgn and perfidy- .
are integral.22 . . N ' -
' God's oxymoronic activitysis relentless : ~ . i
!
Thou hast kissed us, and has smitten.. . .. . :
Thou hast sent us sleep, and stricken sleep . L
'~ with dreams . . , ‘ o o~
! Thou hast made syeet springs fof all the . 3
nr c pleasant' streams, ° : . :
’ In the end thou hast made them bitter with
. the sea. ¢
22 shelley had briefly and more generally tackled this idea in ,

" Prometheus Unbound :"Aol in their desert hearts fierce wants he sent, ! ) e
~ And mad disquietudes, and shadowa / of unreal good" (p. 211),




45

Thou has fed one rose with dust of many men; .
.Thou hast marred one face with fire of many
tears,.
Thou hast taken love, and given us sorrow again.(p.288)

Swihburne thus tactically reiterateé Sade's arraigmment of the Judeo-
Christian conception of divinity underscqring its greatest flaw as
contradictoriness :"votre Dieu . , . en perpétuelle contradictién avec
lui-méme, distribue de la méﬁe main et le bien et lé mal" (Juliette,
IX, 82). ‘

\

Saint’ Fond's God displays the utmost indifference ‘to human pain

i

and anguish. Atalanta's gods are similarly‘"Not knowing in any wise

compassion / Nor holding pity of any worth" (p. 285) justvas Blake's

Urizen 'in Jerusalem is "not a Being of Pity & Compassion"; and the

“Spectre'''s lament: ‘ .

*

Prayer is vain I called for compassion:. -~
compassion mockd / 7 . .

Mercy & pity threw the grave stone over me &
with lead

And iron, bound it over me for ever. (p. 152)

1s coﬁpatable'to Althaea's cognizance of divine Imperviousness t6"
propitiation:

They mock us with a little piteousness,

*And we say prayers, and weep; but at the last,

Sparing awhile, they smite and spare no whit. (p.253)
\ ‘. “

Sappho is also aware of the futility in appealing to God: '"For who shall
change with prayers or thanksgivings / The mystery of the cruelty‘of

tﬁings?"'C"Anactérii," I, 62). And in "Fé;;se," Swianfne elaborates
o] -
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the theme of divine apathy and derides all fentatives to petition

heaven:

[

For none shall move the most high gods,
Who are most sad being cruel; none .

Shall break or take away the rods
Wherewith they scaurge us, not as one
That smites a son . . ..

Are the skies wet because we weep, .
Or fair because of any mirth? x..
Cry out; they are gods; perchance they sleep,
Cry out; thou shalt know what prayers are worth,
‘ Thou dust and earth .... .

0 laughing lips and lips that .mourn,
Pray, till ye feel the exceeding weight

Of God's intolerable scorn,

Not to be borne.

Behold there is no grief like this;
The barren blossom of thy prayer, -
Thou shalt find out how sweet it is.
0 fools and blind, what seek ye there, .
High up in the air? (I, 194-5) . ) "
o . t *
1f prayers and tears prove useless to humanity, they are nevertheless

of. great service to the gods who are virtually nurtured by human sorrow.

The Chorus asks:

+

What shall be done with all these tears of ours’ . .
O our masters, shall they be
Food for the famine of the grievous sea, ﬂ ;
. A great well-head of lamentation
Satiating the sad gods? (p. 285) ’ b

This passage' calls, to mind Baudelaire's verses in "Le Reniement
° L]

de Saint-Pierre,h a poem which Swinburne could not have failed to note

°

in his first reading of Les Fleurs du mal: ° -

O e
- »

K




‘Les sanglots des martyrs et’ des supplicigs |
., Sont une symphonie enivrante sans doute, . L y
Puisque, malgre le sang que leur volupté coiite
o LV Les cieux ne s'en sont point encore rassasieg' 3 ’

1
¢

4 a
s

Blake's Urizen also "feeds on Sacrifice & Offering : / Delighting 4n
cries & tears" (Jerusalem, p, 1%22; and in "The Tyger,' "the étarf"

analogously ''water'd heaven'with their tears" (p. 25).

.In "Anactoria," Sappho's arraignment of a "God above all gods

and years" whé "with offering and blood sacrifice of tears, / With
iamehtation « . « Sorrow . . . and weeping . . . Feeds the mute melancholy

¢

" lust of heaven" (I 62) is again remlniscent of Blake's descriptions of
'"Heavens over Hells / Brooding in holy hypocritic lust, drinking the
cries of pain / From howling victims of Law" (Qexuggleg, pp. 182-83).

Yet it is ﬁrobabiy Blake's "Mad Song" that must have inspired Swinburne o {
to depict, in Atalanta, a heaven structured on human pain. Compare

LA ¢

Swinburné;

< ' .

k&

~ | Seeing all your fron heaven is gilt as gold
) But all we smite thereat in vainy
Smite the gates barred with groanings manifold,
But all the floors ate paven with our pain.(pp.285-86)

1 4

and Blake:

. “

A Marcel A. Ruff, ed., Baudelaire! Oeuvres complétes, (Paris:
Seuil, 1968), p. 119.s Swinburme‘:first read the 1861 expurgated version
of Les Fleurs du Mal in which this poem appeared Rossetti was to give him
a copy ot the 1857 unexpurgated edition in 1864,

e e
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. . . Lol 4o the vault’ |
. ’ - > .0f paved heaven
. . : With sorrow fraught .
< -My notes are driven:; .
A . ‘ - w They strike the ear of night 7
A ) . Coo Make weep ‘the eyes of day.24 '
» " \ ﬂ"
. If hyman tears are nutriment and sustenance for the gods, so, it ' ©
R - : seems, is human flesh. Sapphow‘ perceives .the anthroﬁophagous character
‘of Cod: "Is not his incense bitte‘mess, his meat / Murder"("Anactoria.
. - o
I, 62) and Atalanta's Chorus is\also familiar with "the gods who divide
’ v
, e and devour” (p. 328). But Althaea is mosJ: £Bognizant of this divine
’ N ' A 2
N .» +  disposifion: oppressed by the shafe of her "i‘nexpiable impotence" in* o
-'t. ‘ LN
w ;oL the face of her brothers' death, Althaea appeals to ‘hedven: "What," she i
. . ' " ’ | — . ;
Tt asks rhétorically, shall "heal me? What bring back . . . light to the, '
- . L3 . - 3
face?”. . . What restore me? . . ,- . ‘ AR oS
N ‘ . . 2 ', . ~
‘ ' . What strange thing eaten or dnmkan, '
. 0 great gods, - P
) .- Make me as you or as the beasts that feed . ® , ;
s ' St:ay and divide and cherigh their own Heartg? co ,
, e For these ye show ug; and we less than thes
. o Have not wherewith to live as all these thin - - 7 o
' ich all their lives fare after their own kjnd N s
. , ‘who doth well rejoicing. (p. 308) i ¥ ;
' " R s . 3 !

1f the - gods are elsewhere heedless o}\ human entreaty, they'sre

r il

‘ » uncomonly responsive to Althaea's perverse request for :she soon exhibits

e A e G e e -
-
b i ' Y

‘

o , . the restorative t;ait that she had sotic}Ced; she has,, promptly been , f

. L
.invested with the fi¥ficidal and anthropophagous 'character of God and *

z

SO ' na@'e‘: ) R : o
R ‘ / ' . + 1 g
» \ ? o “ ‘
. . " o % In Poetical Sketches. p.407. Compare, alsé Blake's pregnaut
R T pun in "The Chimmey Sureeperi '« . God & his priest & King / Wh ‘
o llake up a heaven of our misery" (Songg of Experience, p. 23). ‘
" ‘ b K 2 . " 5 ."\- J\c
: - »
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. . You strong gods, ) \ L ! <
c : Give place unto.me; I am as.any of you, ’
: " To give life 4and to take life. Thou, old
s ) . earth, C ’ . i
‘ That hast made man and unmade; ‘thou whose
mouth : ‘ : . ¢
) Looks red from the eaten fruits of thine own ’
' o «—.womb; ~
S “ Behold me with what lips upon what food

I feed and fill my body; even with flesh
Made of my body. (p. 314). °

Althaea thus derives vampiric sustenance and vitality from the slaughter
‘b - a - &
SN \

‘ of her own son: ' / 3 '
' ‘ | ' .

\ ? A
. I reel )

'

it . " <" Ag one made drunk,with liviﬁg; whence he draws
Drunken delight; yet I, though mad for joy, . | :
s ~ Loathe my long living and am waxen red ' :
. As with the shadow of shed blood; behold, g
I am kindled with the flames that fade in him,
- I am swollen with subsiding of his veins,
. ‘ ’ L am flooded with his ebbing; my lit eyes -
- . o Flame with the falling fire that leaves his lids ,
— . Bloodless; my cheek is ldfiinous with blood
. e Because his facé 1is ashem. (p. 317) i
S . ! ¢ ' - - v
In the same way that Almani, declaiming "je l'imiterai . . . je s
. 1a copierai (Justine VII, 47) had resolved to follow the norm set by
., + nature, which is: "créer que pour détruire, n'arriver 3 ses fins que .par N
des meurtres, et ne s'engtaisser, comme le Minotaure, que du malheur et
de la destruction des hommes,' so Althaea in insistently referring to her - ’
. - act as emulative of God and nature indicates it as characteristic of
/i s - these perennial exemplars., Swinburne is also tactically positi{oning{
. ! ' . 't
Althaea--from this point in the play to th’at in which she assumes silence--
as a mirror-image of the\gods and pature.} Had she not, after all, .
- ‘ committed the supreme pééadgx: Lo, the fire I 1it,/ I burn with fire ’ 1
‘ . . to quench it"? (p. 314) . ,
P ' Tany LT ' £t ‘ . ‘
i ' e \’T“ ' ‘ . ¢ s ‘ ': |
. N . . i
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2 Through its attribution of sadism, vampirism or énthgppobhagy

and filicide to God, nature and Althéea, the play enacts, as it were,
# . ' ‘ .
the fundamental and paradoxical law acknowledged by Almani--"créer que:

pour détruire." Atalanta thus illustrates this law as, primarily, the’

.

perverse raison d'@tre of a God who--as Sappho indignantly cries out—-
"hath made all things to break them one by one". ("Anactoria," p.”52).
)l

In the same way that the divine bestowal. of all positives is

[

purposefully effected toward an insidious negation--the gods "hurt" where. f

they "hea}"; they sadistically procure pleasure so as to suffuse it with . s
. »

pain, hence aborting it; . they contradictorily encourage and chastize

impulses--they create life with the solé purpose of destroying it. ‘In

Swinburne's '"paraphrase" of Séde, at least one clause is pe;fectly'

t

' applicable to the Calydonian gods: their "desire is continually, toward,

L]
. —~evil, that" ‘they "may see the end of things which" they "hath made"

»

of an inexorable "law":

(\B, 158n) .

1 i

Hence, along with the contiguity of healing and hurting; of pain
and pledsure; of desire and the castigation g; desire, is the contiguicy . N

of life and death, Heleager thus discerns these oxymoronic forces in

Althaea:

¢ [

e

Thou too, the bitter mother and mother-plague

0f this my weary body-~thou too, queen,

The source and end, the sower and the scythe,

The rain that ripens and the drought that slays,
The sand that swallows and the spring that feeds,
To make me and unmake me. (p. 350)

.

Soon after, Meleager exonerates Athaea for he understands her act as part

a
Ry
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‘
]

. . + . this death was mixed with all my life,
Mine end with my beginning: and this law,
This only, slays me, and not my mother at all. (p.331)

13 ’
.

Swinburne has elabo;btely illustrated this mixture, as ~it were,
of tife and death. That the creator should also be the destroyer is in

.

v

itself reflective of this law. Inasmucb as the gods and nature are
systained by human ‘death and &{;baea revitalized by her filicide, 1life
thrives on &eath. EA choral metaphor thus establishes the referéntial'
scheme whereby "thy name / God's 7 is 1ife and our name death" (p.389).
Swinburne reverses the conventional image of death devouring life not

only' in an effort to avoid the rehandling of a hackneyed image, but to

suggest expressiy a reversal of mganing. Life itself has become death <
. 3 A

.

“in Atalanéa. Beyohd the anthropophagous connotations of this reversal,

a mére existential verity emerges: the gods have virtually enshrouded .
. / - » ’ - -

gxistenéé through their infestation of all ljfe with death. Their

inexorable law decrees that all death be mixed with life,. the end with

the beginning, They have rendered life and death coevalent and coexistent.

)
This law is embodied by Althaeau-she is, acc;rding to her son, both
"the source and end"-- and analogously symbolized by the '"brand."
Meleager's death sprang simultaneously with his life and although Althaea
has been able to subdue her son's '"death” by snatching the brand from the
fire, §he had only succeeded in postponing it; rendering it latent until
that time when she‘would allow it to reclaim.its potency and crush its
vit#l eountgrpart.‘ All positives ;hus contain and are eventually
overwhelmed by their own neggtioﬁs. Observe Althaea as he; life-giving

faculty is overcome by its destryctive antonym?

[OOSR e — e bt v L S SRV S S ——
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‘Oh! Ohi For all my life turns round on me,
I am severed from myself, my name is gone,
My name that was a healing, it is changed,
My name is a consuming. (p. 317)

o

K o . ’ Death is inherent in all life. Perhaps this idea of the coevality
and coexistence of life and death had again been inspired by Sade's view
of the oxymoronic nature of existence: "Le principe de 1a‘vie; dans tous

les @tres, n'est autre que celui de la mort; nous les recevons et les
= S .
nourrissons dans nous tous deux a la fois" (Juliette IX, 174). Knd
A ———

Swinburne introduces this concept in Atalanta as a machination of the

o

gods ‘who, 1% concocting their poisonous admixture of life and death

'

which they mete out to humanity, assuredly do not sample it:

a

But up in heaven the high gods one by one
Lay hands upon the draught that quickeneth,
Fulfilled with all tears shed and all things done,
And stir with soft imperishable breath
The bubbling bitterness of life and death,
And hold it to our lips and l4ugh; but they
Preserve their lips from tasting night or day,
Lest they too change and sleep, the fates that
spun,
The lips that made us and the hands that slay;
Lest all these change, and heaven bow down to
‘none,

Change and be subject to the secular sway B

And terrene ‘revolution of the sun.
Therefore they thrust it from them, putting : -
time away. (p. 286)

v

o Swinburne will; however, thfough a veritable poetic tour de force,.
subject the gods to their own insidiogg law, 'Emuiqting the divine
in%estétion of death inilife; Swinburne analogously invests symbols of
life and God with theit’negations, rendering them connot;tivé of death.

™ Thus does God's "name" which is "Iife" become--in accordance with the

9
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4

’

divine decree-~death. God is therefore not exempted from the universal

h

law which he has so pernicipusly inflicied upon humanity: His life is

¥

also mixed with His death.
V

The "word" and "breath" which secure their vital and divine

V \

connotations from an eminent source will incur, in Atalanta, a dramatic .
perversion. Swinburne Propitiously ;xplqits the Classical ominousness
Q\\\‘ ascribed to words and the equally chafacteristic anathanatization'on
* Yoverspeech" .(p. 289) or hu§¥I§EIb speech to legitimize his otherwise
anachronistic perversion.of the biblical Word. Although the sequencé of
the following exgkécts does not correspond to that of the play, it isl’
likely that Swinburne's intent will be best perceived if this discussion
v proceeds from tge Classical castigation of speech or wo?ds toward the |
more symbolic passage whereiﬁ Swinburne assails the biblﬂﬁﬂFWord, in
i all its connotations., Hence, if the word-death a;sociation in the
folloﬁing verses appears void of all but the Classical forebodinédof E -
words, it is nevertheless meant to estﬁbl;sh a thematic atmosphere in
which the iccnoclastic‘paqsage can be legitimately couched. Here is how
the poet's apparently innocuous and dramatically justified ipfusion of

death in a symbol of life and God turns out to be the most shattering

iconoclastic blow dealt by Atalanta.

i

, . . f
Some verses almost seem to be extracts from the great tragedies t
themselves, such as: 'Words divide and rend; / But silence is most noble |

till the end”" (p. 289); and:

®
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house" (p. 316).
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« « « refrain
. » reinless mouths, and keep
Silence, lest by much foam of violent words

-And proper poison of your lips ye die. (p. 284)25

@

+ © s . 4 ‘
In words as in life, death is 'latent. Althaea is conscilous of this .

intrinsically portentous quality ip words and her fear of the messenger's

"ambiguous mouth" is confirmed by his "double word bring Lfing_] forth

a

a double éeath"“(p. 300) .

1

As the Chorus blames the gods for Meleager's death—"0 godd), what

word has flown out at thy mouth?--Althaea assumes all guilt: "I did this

and I say this and I die;" ﬁhereuppn)the Chorus repli;é: "Death sta&!b

upon the doorway of thy lips, / And in thy mouth has death set wup his
. N

From then on, the Chorus perceives Althaea in the

° Y
same way it apprehends the gqds and rightly so; for Althaea has merely

[

‘ 25 .

' Theseus' advice to Hercules in- Euripides Madness of Hercules:
"Refrain lips, lest high words bring deeper woes!" (II, 231) and the
Chorus in Bacchanals: "Of the reinless lips that will own no master, / Of
the folly o'er laws pale stybborn to stray-- / One is the end of thenm,
even disaster" (III, 33) and in Helen, Menelaus cries: ''thy words ape
death" (I, 533) Aeschylus' insistent warning against the disastrous
repercussions of the infatuate Word is particularly stressed in his
Prometheus Bound as Oceanus admonishes agd counsels Prometheus: "if
thou hurlest forth words so harsh and of Ysuch whetted edge, peradventure
Zeus may hear thHee . . 8o that thy present multitude of sorrows shall
seem but childish sport . . such plight as thine, Prometheus, is but
the wages of too vaunting speech ., . , do thou hold thy, peace and be mot
too blustering of speech . . .’chastizement is inflicted on a froward
.tongue" (Herbert Weir Smyth, trans., Aeschylus / 1922; rpt, Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1956 ] I, 243, 245; English £ranslation
in prose on alternate pages). All further references to Aeschylus' plays
are to this edition and appear in-.the text in the following form:
volume number;, page number.

P

|




R

arrogéted”the destructive aspect of divinity:26
&

"~ You strong gods, )
»Give place unto me; I am as any of you, ' ’
To give life and to take life. (p. 314) '

1
\ , .
Having virtually assumed divinity, Althaea not only takes life as the

gods do; her murderous act ¥Yis modelled on the divine method of

destruction: as God "Smites without sword, and scourges without rod"

(p. 287), so Meleager, "Without sword, without sword is he stricken; / Slain

and slain without hand" (p. 319)

Althaea's "breath," thematically equdvalent |to the word, in fact

death:

She set her hand to the wood,
She took the fire in her hand;
As one who is nigh to death;, ”
She panted with.strange breath; ' .
She opened her lips unto blood, 7 v
She breathed and kindled the brand . . ,

o

26
o Having earlier appropriated the creative, in both engendering

Meleager and saving him from spontaneous death, presumptuously uttering:

“having all my will of heaven" (p.257), "I go hence / Full of mine own
soul, perfect of myself, / Toward mine and me sufficient” (p. 258).

%

The "creative" aspect, should not, however, be interpreted in too favorable

a light: creation is but the necessary prerequisite to destruction, as
evidenced by Althaea's antithetic act.

3
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But as the wind which is drouth,
And as the air which is death,
As storm that severeth ships,
Her breath severing her lips,
.The breath came forth of her mouth
And the fire came forth of her breath. (pp.318, 319)

4

The interchangeébility, as it were, between Althaea and the gods
c;ases as thg realizatic?n that her.destructiveness has-overpowered hgr
spurs Althaeé\tq\silence‘: o"My lips shall not unfastem till I die"
(p.3l8).27 Whe‘fe\as the gods remain unSuinduabl§ and impenitent, for "W'ho,"

laments the dying Meleager, Yshall bridle their 1ips?" (p. 329).

L4

. This ominousness in ''words' and "breath" permeates the play and

st~

thus allows S*nbume to launch his iconoclastie blow fw the legitimate

. terrain of Classical Weltanschiuung: : . -

t

Wbo\jfgch éiven man speech? or who hath set therein- ) !

. A'thom for peril and a snare for sin?
For ~tn the word-his life is and his breath,
T ' And in the word his death, ‘ : .
: : That madness and thf, infatuate héart may breed

From the word's Womb the deed .
. And life bring one thing forth ere all pass by,
L Even one thing which is ours yet cannot die-- f
: bﬁ * Death. (p. 284) ‘

o . ‘J;
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Perhaps reflectingA the Aeschylean prescription of silence. ",
. : In Agamemon, the chorus sagaciously utters: 'Long sinceé have I found ,
5. . i silence an antidote to harm" (1I, »’49) . . - .o
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" of God" (p. 313).28 The Chorus thus denounces the divine perfidy whereby

57

From the Classical apprehension of hubris, which most expiicitly informs

these verseg, Swinburne vents his venom, The passage cited constitutes

a brillianbiexample of Swinburnian polysemy: within the artjculate

Classical discourse--which will, itself, prove fatal t;'a the gods—=-1s

YRR

enséoncedn Swinburne's necessarily implicit attack on Judeo-Christian

»

theolagy.

. The Classical import of the "speech metaphor" should be examined.
first, As the third iine is re?phed, however, tl;e ambiguity as to the.
referential antecedent, of ;he; pl::onoun "his'" entails the internal
ramification of the discourse., The pronoun’s possible alternate -
substitution of "man" or "Who"‘ (the author o”f speech) generates ar:tit:hetical
reéding‘sf./ If "man" is considereh the antecedent, the passage is thus
interpretable : the author of speech--evidently God--has infested it with
a thorn and a snare tg; prick and entrap thg mad and hubristic ("infai:uate").

individual urto death., Hence the word which connotes both life and breath

is equally generative of death if pronounced against "The bitter jealousy

God has himself set the thorn and the snare which ex’ped?‘.ate man to his
doom. The offspring of the "word's womb" and that which."life , . .,

b;ingL-s_7 . « . forth" isﬂ then’ death. God has rendered the word and
breath--this is again bfilliantly ‘i1llustrated in the passage relating

Althaea's filicide--productivé of death,

-

8 This is dramati"cally actualized as the hubristic attitude of
both Meleager and Althaea leads one to death and the other to a semblance
of death. ‘ * : .

[ .

?

e - A~ PO Joiy W e g TrEw U P RS A g It SR




. had done.z‘9

58

.
LAY ’

This contradictory and malicious act is by now not beyond exbectai:iou:
it is c_oﬁgistent: with the divine habit of contaminating all life with .

death. It is startling, however, to find that this time, God's

?

perniciousness backfires. Fox {n the alternate reading, that in which

¢ ) t

"his" refers to the author of speech, the hubristic word proves fatal to

God: "For in the word his life is and his breath, / And in the word his

" death."  Through hubris, which may be defined along SWinburnian terms as -

the defiant assertion of "the holy spirit of man" (p. 259), the individual .

1 . . .
can actually dethrone and annihilate God, much as Shelley's Prometheus

]

/ .
'Thex(e is only one passage in Atalanta which speaks approvingly of

Y

gpeech and signffidantly enough; it upholds rebellicus speech:

K

Speech too bears fruit, being worthy; and air ’
-blows down S .

Things poisonous, and high-seated violences, ) e

And with charmed words and songs have men put out

Wild evil, and the fire of tyranniés.. (p. 263)

Swinburne's oim "charmed words,” his poetry, his A{:alanta, arg.precisely

-

orchestrated to eradicate "Wild evil" and, unlike Althaea's or Meleages's,
, | .

the poet's. hu})ristic words will not suscitate divine retaliation, albeit

¢

they portend the death of God.

§ Pa
. 1
~

’ !
1f Swinburne merely suggests the theme of "The holy spirit of man"
in Ata‘tanta, he will vehemently enunciate it from Songs before Sunrise on '
and delineate it to its logical atheistic resolution. It should be noted,, .
however, that Swinburme's formulation of this theme as such, originates
in Atalanta. ’

29
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9
‘Having intended to prick and ensnare.the individual, God had thus

‘provided the ir.xstru‘ment-—hubristic “word" and "deed"--for His owm

]

désf:ructioh. Evén within the more-explicit Classical discourse of 7 -
Alatanta, God is not totally upa"ssailable. ‘Swinburne exploits the .

v

Classical tenet of the supremacy of Fate over the gods to suggest divine
vulnerabilit-y and subservience to a greater powér.30 In Atalanta, "those
grey women with bound hair / the three fates / . . . f.righg the gods"

" (p. 257) and the~Chor£xs admits that “Fate _/_-i.s .stronger_] than all the
éods" (p. '311); Fate’ is "the daugl‘lter of doom, the mother- of death, /;The
sister of sorrow; a lifelong.weight /.That no man's finger lightenet;h,

/ Nor any god can lighten iiate" (p. 312). In "Anact‘pri‘a," Sappho 1is
confident that “fate i_will_] wndo the bondage of the gods" (I 66) and
in "Hym to Pros;arp'ine," Swinburne attains a more ominous specificity:
';For there is no God found stronger than death" (I, 73). The gods are

not, as it were, death-proof; they carnot regulate their own fate. Both

the possibility and the eventuality of their demise are then validated by

i !

( M

Atalanta's Classical discourse. -

'

This discourse subtly; but "portentously engages another in the speech
metaphor. The Judeo-Christian equation of the Word and breath with life

18 here pervert:te'zd31 to Include a paradoxical cerollary--death. Swinburne

"

had not failed to acknowledge, within Atal?nta, the biblical connotation

30 T~ .
This tenet is evoked in Euripides' Iphigenefa in Taurica as
Athena submits that "for Gods, 1s Fate too_stong" (II,49); and in
Aeschylus' Prometheus Bound as Prometheus readily acjuiesces to the
sovereignty of Fate: Zeus "cannot escape what is foredoomed" (I, 251).

31 &

~ Not inverted, for the basic life-giving connotation needs be ~ -
retained if it is to undergo destruction.

,
Q ~
&

A

—-

e

4 "'f,“’(




g

RO RSV NS S

60 ,
of divin;z breath as vitally creative: early in the play, the Chorus .
relates: "They / the gods / breathed upon his mouth, / They filled his
body with 1ife" (p. 259);32 but having once.propitiously established the
implicit presence of bibl;cal symbolism within his \Classical discourse,

Swinburne undevjatingly setsupbn its systematic perversion.

. -

Hence, if in the 0ld Testament, the Word of God and His breath

create;33 in Atalanta, they are lethal. Furthermore, the Johannine gospel,

as it “reiterates the Genetic import of Logos, articulates its symbolic

representation of God Himself: "In the beginning was the Word, and the

Word was with God, and the Word was God" (1:1); and moreover crowns the

Word with a new designation; 1t now signifies '"Christ": "And the Word

was made flesh, and dwelt among us" (1 ':l/f). And in Revelation, '"his

name is called The Worq of cod" (19 :13).  To these documented

connotations of the Word must be added the accepted sAignificance of the

Word as gospel.

The speech metaphor therefote subjects all the biblical connotations

of Logos--God, Christ, 'lgfe and gospel--to a devastating reinterpretation,

Again, the'equivocity of the pronoun "his" is self-serving. The first

»

. ~

32 Note that the only thematic varfant with the biblical narration
is the substitution of "mouth" for "nostril"--4 significant modification
which fuels the importance attributed to "speech" in Atalanta,

3 Cod's "word" creates: '"And God said, Let there be light and
there was light" (Gen 1:3);  "For. he spake, and it was done' (Ps. 33¢9),
and God's "breath” creates: "And the Lord God formed man of the dust
of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life' and
man became a living soul” (Gen 2 n. . -

[y

o

)
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4

. . * L3

.reading cenveys the fatal potency which the "word" as gospel cqmprises

[P

“for humanity'.‘ The faithful enactment of Christian dogma--the breeding

~

of the deed from the word's womb--makes "life bring one thing forth . . .

n3b

Death. And tl;e Word is also Christ, the deathly carrier of the divine

gospel. The "Hymn to Proserpine" vividly delineates the enshrouding
P . §

“"hbreath" wljich emanates from a moripund Christ: \ J
F ' - » . ' - ' ’ . ‘q ‘

Thou hast conquered, U pale ‘Galilgan; the wofld
. has grown grey from.thy breath; : |
<_ We have drunken of things Lethean, and fed on the :
.fullness of death . . .
Q0 lfps that the live blsod faints in, the leavings
' - of racks and rods! .
0 ghastly glories of saints, dead limbs of gibbeted
‘Gods'! (I, 69)

And in "Before a Crucifix," the "Word" is unabashédly g‘s’sailed as .

Ythe grey-grown speechless Christ" is summoned to account for it:

Is there a gospel in the red : ’ .
- 01d witness'of thy wide-meuthed wounds? ‘
' From thy blind stricken tongueless head
¢ J What desolate evangel *sounds

o ‘ ' A hopeless note of hope deferred? ; ' Wl
" What word, if there be any word? (II, 84) S o
Evidently, Christ being but a "carrion crucified," (p. 87) does mot ‘ {

respond: "This dead God\hereﬂagainslt my face / Hath help for no mdn"

° . 4

(p. 86). ~ g | o _— .
‘ . ; ¥

, 34 The specifically Christian implications of the word 8 < ‘ .
déstructiveness are more clearly delineated in other poens. Beyond
the gospel's promulgation of an ascetic or deathly life, eloquently
illustrated in "Hymn to Proserpine," Swinburne denounces the ' -
. ecclesiastic manipulation of gospel in a later poen,’, "Befot‘e a .
crucifix.” The spéaker addresses Christ: ’ ,
Look on thine household here and see o
These that have not forsaken thee, ' [




[
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62 ’
 If in "Before a Crucifix," Christ's “"forehead / 4s.] bitten ‘though with . . ]
w - ! 5
thorns," these do not“harm him but. are rather the mark of "sanguine sweat

and tears, / The stripes of eighteen hundred years" (p. 85). ~In "The
° ]

Armada,% an even later poem in Poems and Ba'lla&s, Third Series, Swinburne

14

has not resqitgd his inversion of Jord and breath connotations as

"Plague and death from his L‘God'q__] baneful breath take life and lighten"

o ? i

* (III, 193); and as he addresses ''the Lord of dar\&x;éss, the God whose love '

is a flaming fdre, / The qaste'r whose mercy fulfils vide hell tiﬁ its

s t
.

torturers tire':

-

- ¥

Thy breath- shall darken the mdrﬁing, and wither
the mounting sun;
And the daysprings, frozen and fettered, shall know
' thee, and cease to run; *
e ¢ The h¥art of the world shall feel thee, and live, -
S and thy will be done. (III, 194)

“ ~

e ¢ ‘ -
Hence the.''word" and "breath" of God and Christ are 1etha1.3’5‘ L.

- )

LI “ n

Thy faith 18 fire upon their lips, o e
They scourge us with thy words for whips, oo Ta
They brand us vith thy words fol,’ brands. (II, 82) \ <

~
‘ [ Pricks and snares have merely been altered to whips and brands.

o
C 4 * f

. , - . [§ 4. e

) 3-3 Although Shelley profesgses a definite sympathy for Chriat ) ' :

. the man, in-Prometheus Unbound, his- cognizance and deploration of the o
_effects of Christian gospel parallel Swinburne's: the Chorus submits . “l«
“that "His words outlived him, like swift poison / Withering up truth
peace, and pity (p- 16/4) . o ‘
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"Alternately, however, the author of, speech', the creator of Logos,

5 Coo - . | j
- " ' ; 63 u\' ‘ s ' i
i
i

_ succumbs to his death through'his own .word." In this eensé, tHe death

3

o of God is made to ensue from his fmposition of Christian gospel, with

its thormns and perils, its snares and sifs, on humanit:y. Swiﬁ'burne‘ here

s .reiterates the, Sadian prophecy that God's demise’ will spring from Christian

©

dogma "C'est par la i’eligion que se détruit le Dieu qu'annonce la
réli&ion" (Juliette, VIII, 48)., THA5 is to say othat the existential : g
" sribulations promoted by the dictaf:es of Christian gospel will. prove so ,
? - totally unbearable as to spur the necessary annihilatidn of 6od. This ‘

is the rationale which informs Swinburme's "Hymn of Man" wherein the

enunciated to substantiate the case against God.which culminates in the

-
-

o . “ ]

jﬁ'dgment of God is effegtuated. Divine crimes against humanity are ‘ * ,
H
]

pronouncement of an irrevocable verdict:

i - ’ ) " ' : l
Make now for thyself expiation, and be thine atonement . : o

for thee. .
, o ' " . Ah, thou that darkenest heaven——ah thou that brméesc . o *
' ’ a sword-- - )
e ' By the crimes of thine hands unforgiven . . . - - .
' . ! .By the savours of gibbets and stakes thou hast planted . T
» e to bear thee fruit; ) . :
‘ By togture and terror and treason, t.'nat make to thee : *
. weapons and wings} .
By thy power upon men for a season, made out of the o =
. - , malice of things;. . . . ’ ]
. ' R By the face of the spiritc confounded before thec\and ‘
/ P R humbled in dust,
. © By the dread wherewith life was astonﬁﬂed and shaped , !
~ . . out of sense of it trust,
' ‘ By the scourges of doubt and rgpentance that fell on St
the soul at thy nod/, . . . ‘ I
Thou art- j §§d 0 ju e, and the sentence is gone -y - i
o, * - « forth against thee, 0 God . . . ‘
o, \~\ . 0 thou the Lord.fod of our tytam:s. :hey call thee,
} ‘ N - their God, by thy name. P
@ o _ . ‘By thy name that in hell-fire was written, and burned
’ o at the poinEif thy sword, L

i " ' Thou art smitten, thou art smitten; thy death ‘ .
/ ‘ . : ‘ is upon' thee, 0 Lord.. (II, 99, 100, '104). , RN

J‘/ . } . N ~ ‘
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. o ) . ,  The deathly implications wof Chrishiau_dogma should rationally
L * K f t
point toward the rejection of God.?This constitutes the gisF of Sade's-

R ‘
. . . .
- argument : X .

! I3 . \ v

C \. ~ Ce dogme affreux ‘porte . . . & 1'athéisme, 3 *
: ) 1'impiété: tous les gens raisonpables trouvang:
"bien plus simple de ne point croire en Dieu, \
. . qug d'en admettre un assez cruel a8sez incoi- o . N
. séquent, assez harbare pour n tavoir créé les:
| , hommes qu'Z dessein de les plonger éternellement .
e dans le malheur, (Juliette,’VIII, 369) \\ "

o °
I . °
¢
‘

. . Sade's phrase, "de ne point éroire en Dieu," impliéé‘either""l‘athéisme"

M v

T “1‘tmpiété."36 If in "Hymn of Man," Swinburne explicitly exhorts to | | , e

e o

_ atheisw inasmuch’ as he proclaimg that God ié but a construct; i o ‘ s

S

v \. : N
. Atalanta, a parallel case against God culminates in a more Classical

-

v ' e t

¥

i

) o . i
"impiety" which is nevertheless conducive to the adoption of atheism. “ z
|

This is Atalanta's judgement of God which, it must be récalled,kih

. prompted by the ipsufferable tribulations instigated by 'the suprem
! >

‘evil, God": e
) .
Therefore because thou art strong, our fathe , and we
" Feeble; and thou art against us, and tﬁine hand
Gonstrains us in the shallows of the sea '
. i And breaks us at the limits of the land; . ‘ |
. ) ' ", . Because *thou hast bent thy lightnings as a bow,
: ’ . And loosed the hours like arrows; and let fall
! . Sins and wild words and many a winged woe
i K ‘ " And wars among us, and one end of all; . . . -~
i o . Because thou art over all who are gpver us; 3
- , ) Because thy name is life a? our name dedth;’
L T . Because thou art cruel and med are piteous,
% . . .y : And our hands “labour and thine hand scattereth P
{
]

»

P f/f’%/f ' 3q In The Destiny of Man, Nicolas Qgrdyaeynétrikes-a contemporary \

-y note in.accordance with Sade's rationale: "It is precisely the traditiqnal b
- . theology that leads good men, inspired by moral motives, to atheiem"
Ao (London: Geoffrey Bles, 1955; rpt. New York: Harper, 1960), p. 24.

¥ . . 4 '
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Lo, with hearts rent and knees made tremulous,
Lo, with ephemeral lips and casual breath,
At least we witness of thee ere we dié
That these things are not otherwise, but thus;
That each man in his heart s¥gheth, and saith,
That all men even as I,
All we are against thee, against. thee, O God most high.(p.288-89)

4

This constitutes the logical refutation of an evil, contradictory :
e

and malicious God whose "wild words" pour forth intolerable existential

S

burdens. Hence the "word" of God--whether his infestation of it with .

°

o

a "thorn" and a "snare" afflicts the Classical individual, or (implicitly)
torments the Christian--boomerangs back to its utterer to depose Him and, .

- X according to the speech metaphor, to prdnouhce Hié impending and, as it

vere, self-imposed, death: "For in the word his 1life is and his breath, £

/ And in the word his death."

o

The untenability of Christian tenets will then, as Sade contends;
itself provoke '"the death of God." It is £H;ough_ﬁis word ;r because
of it tha? God will die:. His word being, on all counts,.inviagle. God's
fapine of humanity is.thus displayed in Atalanta, as in "Hymn of Man,"
to construe the case against God. Blake's warning that "he whe makes his
law a. curse, / By his own law shall surely die" (Jerusalem, p. 172) has
been avidly authenticated by Swinburne. God's own law in Atalanta --the
) curse whiih decrees that death be inherent in and coexistent with all g'
life--imprecates God Himself; as the speech metaphor asseverates the
. Incorporation of death in the divine word. God is theref;re as_subject |

to his own curse as are all phenomena,

¢ N The death of God is evidently not dramatized in Atalanta,but the

fate of a God who can boa;t of no votaries is easily surmised. In any ' |
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A}

case, the choral wish to see mortality inflicted upon the gods-~a wish L
visibly inspired not only by revenge but also presumably by a hankering

for freedom from divine bondage--may be considered as implicitly )
o - [

fulfilled by the speech metaphor. After all, had not Altﬁaea acknowledged

the power of words to '"put ou;’t / Wild evil, and the fire of tyrannies"?

. 9

I would the wine of time, made sharp and sweet vy
With multitudinous days and nights and tears
And many mixing savours of strange years,

Were no more trodden of them under feet. .-
Cast out amd spilt about their holy places: '

That life were given them as a fruit to eat p

And death to drink as water; that the light . S

Might ebb, drawn backward from their eyes, and the night
Hide for one hour the imperishable faces,

That they might rise up sad in heaven, and know

Sorrow and sleep, one paler than young snow,

‘ One cold as blight of dew and ruinous rainj;

Rise up and rest and suffer a little,_ and be

Awhile as all things born with us.and we,

R And grieve as men, and like slain men be slain. (pp.286-87)

In "Ané‘étoria," Sappho less timorously’articulates her wish to

v - . . ~
commit deicide: , . ‘ . e-
I} ‘ r r
<+~ Him would I reach, him smite, him desecrate, - ‘
* Pierce the cold lips of God with human breath, C N

And mix “his fmmortality with death. (I, 63)

s

©

This” is precisely what was achieved by Swinburne in the speech metaphor: ‘ L
God's "immortality" was, in effect, mixed with death. The choral wish

‘ K
to mortalize God is thus materialized by the pronouncement of the divine -

curse against divinity itself.

All that remains to\be done is to.swait, like Prometheug, “the
retributive hour" (PU, p.156) toward which the latter's.curse on Jove
imminently points: -~

4 - e

* : -




8 Behold, when thy face is made bare, he that

Series, Swinburne declares that it is '"the.speech of “man whence Gods were

N \
67 . !
i
\
Féul Tyrant both of Gods and ﬁuman—kind, . e e -
~ s
.« « + thou, who art the God and Lord; O, thou, . \\
Who fillest with thy soul this world of woe, ' .

In fepr and worship: all prevailing foe!
I curse the let a sufferer's curse
Clasp thee, his torturer, like remorse;
'Till thine Infinity shall be
A robe of envenomed agony;
And thine omnipotence a crown of pain,
. To cling like burning gold round thy dissolving brain (pp.147-48)

b

To whom al;tthings of Earth and Heaven d6 bow’

and.which i1s,to Atalanta's inspired Chorus,\certainly forthcoming;
- ’ ’ .

1oved thee shall hate;

Thy face shall be ng more fair at the fall of
thy fate.

. For thy 1life shall fall as a leaf apd be shed
as the rain; .

And the vejl of thine head shall be grief; and .
the crown shall be pain. (p. 313)"

2

There is then a sense in Vhich the hsufferer's curse' may "clasp"
God so as to divest Him of all omnipotence; a sense in ﬁhibh’the potency
of curses, of '"charmed words and songs" can "ﬁut out / Wil& evil, and
the fire of tyrannies;" in which the "Word" of man is devégﬁatingly fatal

4

to God. 1In "The Last Oracle," one of the Poems and Ballads, Second

fashioned" (I&I, 10); that not "Till the word was clothed with speech by

lips of man" were godé "made" (p. 7); and conversely, that in human

speech do "Divers gifth; of godéeads £ind one death appointed" (p. 8).

Therefore, as the word engendered the life and breath of God, it will -
also utter—his death. The mefely concéptual existence of God is hence

subtly suggested by the speecH metaphor: God's existence is but a »
¢
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1 .

product of human speech and thus totally dependent upon .its import; sc

that the humuan word is both the source and end of God: “In the word his life,

is and his breath, / And in the word his death.,"

In Atalanta and Poems and Ballads, First Series, Swinburne self-

restrained to theistic perspectives?végj tactical and litergky reasons—-
l

has to utter his atheistic convictions beneath the veil of antitheism.
The most intense and sacrilegious of his tirades can thus not bhe
interpreted as ‘overtly atheistic for the very acts of castigation,

blasphemy, defiance and refutation presuppose an object to be reviled
- . 4 ) ’Q’ v ¢
“'or spurned. Thus does the "Hymn to Proserpine," even as it articulately
. -~

prophecies’' the death of God, pecessarily admit His existence;

© e e

»

. .
You are Gods, and behold, ye shall die, and the
waves be uion you at Jlast.
In the darknegs of time, in the:deeps.of the . A
years, in the changes of things,
Ye shall' sleep as a slain man sleeps, and the
world shall forget,you for kings. . .
fet thy kingdom shall\pass, Galilean,
thy dead shall go down to thee dead. (I, 71) -

And thus do Swinburne's convictions appear to be antitheistic rather
than atheistic. Closer scrutiny, however, reveals that Swinburne--

through an admirably contrived polysemous rhetoric--was, in fact, venting

his atheism. - g

s

Although Swinburne consisténtly adopts a'theistic perpective--
for, - as has been explained, it allowed him to delineate the untenability ,
of theism~-he does, in some of his later poems, 1lift the dramatic curtain,
as it weﬂﬁi to expose the chimera thaf’ié God. In "Hertha," for instance,

-

he declaims the death of a construct;




69

\

For his twilight is come on him,
His anguish is here;
And his spirits gaze dumb on him,
Grown grey from his fear;
And his.-hour taketh hold on him stricken,
the last of his infinite year.

Thought made him and breaks him. (II, 79) &

For God is but "the shade cast by the soul of man" ("Genesis", II, 17)
and in “Hym of Man," Swinburne decries the human fabrication of this

I
concept:

Yea, himself / man_/ too haths made himself
+ chains, and his own hands plucked out his eyes,
‘For his own soul only constrains him, his own
mbuth only denies. - % .
. The herds of kings and their hosts and the
flocks of high priests bow
To a master whogse face is a ghost's. (II, p. 98)

The slave, however, grows increasingly conscious of this sei}—
imposed bondage--"He hath stirred himlfself_], and hath found out the
flaw in his fetters, and cast them behind"--and the suggestion of the
speegh metaphor that the death of "God" will come as his birth: is here

explicitly formulated: 'Yea, man thy slave shall unmake, thee, who made

thee lord over man" (II, 100).

A unilateral iconoclastic rationale consistently informs all of
Swinburne's "theologic;l” poetry. He seldom deviates from the tactical
procedure adumb?ated in Atalanta, unless it be toward greater elaboratifn
or greater explicitness. Swinburne's rationale .is not original; but
whatever sources may have transmitted it to the'poet, the Marq;is was

. indubitably and most immediatel} one of them:

<
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A e vl wbe e At b bk

kit -3




—ﬂé‘(
() ‘ 70
) y
’ ,
[ . o~ '
- T Je crois . . . que s'il y avait un Dieu, i1 y .
v aurait moins de mal sur la terre. Je crois
que si ce mal y existe, ou ces désordres sont ¥
N ‘ ordonnég par ce Dieu, et alors voild un &tre :
. barbare,ou il est hors d'état de les empécher, -
) "et, de ce moment, voil3d un Dieu faible, et, X :
, . dans tous les cas, un &tre abominable, un &tre i
dont je dois braver la foudre et mépriser les 4
_ lois, Ah! Justine, 1'ath&isme ne vaut-il pas !
- « mieux que l'une ou l'autre de ces extrémités?. ]
et n'est-il pas cent fois plus raisonnable de N
ne point croire de / sic / Dieu, que d'en
. adopter un aussi dangereux . . . aussi contraire
au bon sens et 3 la raison? *(Justine, VI, 341)
- ¢
Outwardly, Atalanta-- attentive to its Classical and icongclastic ‘
: responsibilitieg-~carries an antitheistic nessage.iThe "supreme evil, .
. . God" 1is verbally battered, cursed and rejected for having trampled on §
) humanity and filled it “to the lips with fiery death'" (p. 287). Yet the %
. B 4
.blasphemous choral refutation of Cod constitutes the culmination of f
3
. N . PR ]
Atalanta'g Sadian rationale, advocating not merely antitheism but 1
° } lt}
. atheism. Swinburne has delineated the logical progression of a responsihle é
theistic mind which, once it becomes cognizant of the trihulations inherent .?
- in existence, necessarily inculpates God. The step which should follow é
. « A 3
- " ‘the choral rejection of God is intimated by reason itself : "n'est:il pas b
A - = cent fois plus raisonnable de ne point croire en Dieu, que d'en adopter
o i ; g

un aussi dangereux . . . auséi contraire 3 la raison?" * ]

e N
x

Like Sade, Swinburne addresses his iconoclastic.verses to theists.

i

The practicality of rhis perspective is self-evident; atheists need not

be convinced of God's non-existence. Hence, in their attempts to exhort -
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- theists to atheisin, both writers dramatically position themselves ‘as

theists, or rather antitheists, and assume the theistic discourse.37

"0

f .
Thus does Swinburne in Atalanta belabour his characters with the

4

burden of belief in order to have them refute it; and thus is he "Giving
- L

8

a body to Falshood that it may be cast out forever,"

¢
. A . [

The Classical motive was shown to provide a solid justification

‘

for,Swinburné's contrivance of a God in Atalanta. In this chapter, thé

necessity of God's referential presence for the cogent delineation of

the iconoclastic motive has also been established. The theologigal

drgument of Atalanta unravels in much the same way as a scientific

investigation would be conducted. The hypothesis--God's existence--

o

must be posited if a‘probe into the divine participation in human affairs

is to be effected. This task is primarily assigned to the Chorus which,

°

if it is not permitted to negate the ;nitial hypothesis overtly, comes
2 -

to deny its positive'value, thereby arriving at the only viable p

conclusion, which is the refutation of God. . , /

e

R ¢ .
It has been shown that this is but the explicit function of the

L}

. iconchﬁTtic motive. Swinburne is not only ihtent on denigrating the

theistic | perspective; his corollary objecti%e is to propound atheism. '

'

37
Although Saint Fond is Sade's only theistic persona; all
‘other Sadian characters temporarily presuppose the existence'of God
for the sake of presenting their athelstic arguments.

k
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a

And thus, the itonoclastic éiscourse is construed to suggest that*God

is but a disposable fabrication of the intellect: human ' spcech" has

°

conceptualized and will, so to speak,deconceptualize "God. n38

The polysemous nature of the iconoclastic argument thus generates

" two discourses:. overtly, the antitheistic discourse, and covertly, the :
atheistic discourse. The first is unequivocal: it 'adopts the theistic '

perspective‘and' logically maintains it to incriminate God as the source -,

« v 3

’ ) . of all existential triBulations. The atheistic discourse which considers

God as a construct seems, however, short .of consistency--for, ify the

trioulations depicted in Acalanta are:authentic, who or ohat is their

actual source? It may be agreed that theistic dogma and the helief in

e b o

God are in some degree responsible for the prohibition of pleaasure, the
propagation-of suffering and self—%bnegation, and perhaps, for some,
death; but neither dogma mnor construct can‘fe the authentic generators

‘0f existential pa%adoxea, human contingency and epheﬁerality. $

. The problem is raised’when it 1§ made clear--as will be doneyin

.

P

the uj:f chapter--that Atalanta's dramatic laments are existentjially

inspireéd and thus authentic, Théy cannot be exclugively relegated to the

, 38 Kenneth Burke's proposition, in The Rhetoric of Religion (Boston:
- . Beacon, 1961), pp. 13-14, that '"what we say about words, in the empirical
realm will bear a notable likeness to what is said about God in theology
is ‘certainly applicable to Swinburneﬂsytreatment of the "word" in
Atalanta.
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God--albeit their assertion as such propitiously serves to fuel the

.of existenée itself.

e e ﬁﬁ#

73 ' .

o

dramatic realm; but must be considered at par with Swinburne's personal
voice; that which intimates’, in Atalanta, the mere conqeptuality of
God, If then,' Atalanta offers no explication for these existential

tribulations other than that articulated by the antitheistic discourse,'

it may be assumed, and this would prove fatal to the atheistic discourse, ‘

that Swinburne is actually--albeit impulsively and temporarily--suggesting

LY

that God is responsible for all existential tribulations. . ’

H

Atalanta is however not so ill-equipped as to lack dn'intrinéic

porte de sortie. The antitheistic formulation of God as the source of

Pr

existential tribulations is couched in the rhetoric of atheisgic
Existentialism. The paradoxical and arbitrary activities of Atalanta's

antitheistic motive--are. really dramatic representations of the conditions

*

*H
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> . Chapter 3

£ The Atheistic Existential Motive =~ .

- v 2

~

To claim of a nineteenth~cenfﬁry 1fterarx work, not only that
it was existentially inspired, but that it moreover carries an ‘ °
Existential message, poses a problem of anachronism., This issue,

therefore, should be considered prior to the investigation of,
. : Pod
Swinburne's "Existentialism."

' 3’ '
\ . b
o

Although Existentialism was estabLished‘as a philoesophical

school in post-war Europe, its precursors “have been sought in pre-

1

twentieth-century literary and philoSOphical fields. No cogent study

!

of Existentialism leaves unmentioned the perennial character of this

N~

philosophy, which Walter Kaufmann qualifieg as "a timeless sensiB;lity."l

~

q

Its articulation has’ been traced back to Greek tragedy and the Bible,

and to such works as Plato's Apology and Aughstiné's Confessions.

Inasmuch aé Existentialism is a human rather than academic
type of philoggphy; its egpression is not circumscribed by temporal.
“or geoggaphical limits. To Ralph A. Ciancio, "The Existentialist,
curiously enough, is a philogopﬂer without a philosophy: 'That is, -
Existentialiém is more a philosophical qttitu&et a spgcial way of |
N S

Introd., Existentialism: . From Dostoevsky to Sartre (Toronto:

“

| . ° . "o *

New American Library, 1975), p. 12. X N
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thiinking, than a_syscematic‘bod§ of fhouéht."z

;um&wm"‘%ﬂl
)

) : ' .

‘It 1s this “philosophical atfitude" or "special way of * thinking" .

P

,
Syl TRES

that is here posited of Swinburne. He was evidently not an adept of

Ag ' Existentialism pfopounding the teneté of his ?hilosophy—;neithér uns i
%v ° Nietzsche, or Dostoevsky. Rather; the‘modern-day comprehension‘of this '
j L "way of thinking" sheds ligh; hn the Existentipl‘nature-of Swinburne's .

’ dramatized WelFanschauung, as it did on that of the éé}man anu the . ’_ ‘i

. *
. Russian writer.

That light is not aimed at Swinburne's work in an effort

L]
-
Ao

to invest it with added importance "it. 18 no superfiuous, ga%ish glow
but rather a highlighting transparency thtough which an inherent and /\\ '

- essential ﬂhilosophy can be discerned; and without which Atalanta in

' ’ 'Calzdon as well as Swinburne 8 subsequent work (&Qggg_hgﬁg;g_ﬁgg;lgg),

. ana the thematic trhnsition between both are bound to retaih that
% ¢

TN

perplexity over which so much ink has been poured.

A ' »
» .

a ’ ? EEEN . b
M - v

’

Why should the term "Existentialism" be summoned af all to _
° ) ' !

describe what an»be ¢claimed as simply echoing‘the-existen%ial oo

& . v M . - , .
. . b A 4

‘ : :
2 wpaulkner's Existentialist Affinities," Stutlies in Faulkner,
Carnegie Series in English, No. 6'(Pittsburgh:. Carnegie Institute of
Technolegy, 1961), p..69. This translates’ a general, if not unanindhs,
P - consideration of Existentialism.
e

) 3 It should be recalled that although 'Atalanta’ in Calydon was
published in 1865 and thus prior to Poems and Ballads, 1866, most of
the poelns in the latter volume®were composed before Atalanta.
Therefore, in persistently invoking the perplexing transition bétween
Poems and Ballads and Songs befote Sunrise, ciitics have blurred their

* - own vision; they have neglected to consider the chronologgggi and

. : * thematic stepping-stone between the two volumes--Atalanta in‘Calydon.
o The next chapter will submit an interpretation of the evolution from.

! Poems and Ballads to Songs before Sunrise, via:Atalanta; whegeby the*

) allegedly” abrupt gap dividing Swinburne's first two volumes of poetry
‘;\ maylPe filled and rendered intelligible by the Existentiazl Atalanta.

-

¢

.
ans e e - A

? . s . &7
P N . . , . . ' ol ;h N

oy i

lo-m-—-m\«».wduw L b T . ATAJ_________L, — -




-t

| N

° '

-

. ° utterances cbm.only'discerned' in Greek trage‘é;?e Certainly,

v

- ’ 76

~ o A

. . . N\ ’
Swinburne's Chorus pantlgm;Eflects the Classicél\articulation of

3
g 4

human impotence, victimization, contigency and ephemerality as. well

as- the perennial recognition oﬁ the supromacy of &eath. These

‘"Exigtential" éheges are pteeent in Greek treEbny; and the pbet, in | ¢
striving for imitative excellence, may have simply reiteré&edfthem in

his ewn'Claséical‘Qiay. And yet, beyond the important fact theé\\\~

0

v
B

&

*

o w
Swinburne's Exibtentialism is essentially not literarily

-

spired; but

[N

results from a "1ived exSetience,"vAtalanta's philosophy transcends

,/p

: : ’ A ‘ .
that of Classical drama in several ways. y

' ' ¥
Swinhurne, unlike Aeschylus, Sophocles or Euripides, does not * ,

o

) authentically address his existential complaints to. God but utilizes

’

all.

e

/

the dramatie,figure,of deity to represent existential tribulations. BN

)

Moreover, Swinburne's Cﬂotus'doee not displa& a
)

)
gubdued py sufferance or piety, unlike its Clasaical precursors, it

- -

7igacious awareness

"does tiot merely complain and -resign: it revolts. And finally, Atalanta

does not timidly broach one or two Existential themes, it coneidere them

4+

»

/

&

Atalanta's existential consciousness translates 4 total
£ra’enta

3

"\‘

-~

- Weltanschauung, an all—cog?tehensive\ integrated apprehension of life.‘
With the assigtance of "médern" Existentialists, it will be seen' that
this apprehension anticipates the tenets of atheistic Existentialism

e i

rather-than echoea the wisdom of the Classics.

3y . . ) g . (‘,,

AN

But First, perhaps the rationale which has induced the conclusion

)

L
that Swinbhrne was venting, over a cfntury dgo, the philosophy of

The {ntensity ° .

atheist Existen}ialists, should be briefly delineated.
%, . ) 4 - {
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element "ig substantiatéd by a synchrorpus, pertinent event i\\fbe

-
PN

poet's life—-demandéd that the veritablaysource of existential

4

"the
/

cr1§Blations ée‘recognized; for, in light of Swinburne's atheism,
supreme evil; Godh;could not be realistically inculpated. Ihié
entailed a closer scrutiny of the characteristics &ramatioally ascribed
;o Atalanta's God (cn& gods and Fate) as well as of the import of the
chofil 1aﬁentat}on§k'and tie final analysis yields simply to a

-

recapitulation of the themes upon which the theological discourse
f

revolves, the themes whiqh constituted the previous‘chapter: paradox,

.absurdipyz.alienaﬁiop, suffering, cqntingenéy, ephemérality,

P

‘arbitrariness, impotence and finitude. This is the rhetoric of

14

’

Existentialism. Yet if this rhetoric is present in the Classical and

)

the iconoclastic discourses, whf {nvoke a thirdvdiécourse?
{
Albelt the Classical and icomoclastic voices of Atalanta

pronounce the existential discoyrse, they do npt relate, as such,
o e -

>

S;i%guing's atheistic Existential discourse. At.the conclusion of

the preceding chapter, it was suggested that Swinburne used his ' J

K

existéntial awareness to fuel both the Classical;and iconoéiastic
‘;discourses' he‘FramaticaIi%;burdened "God"--whether it be the Classical

or the hypothetical divinity——withhhis existential: load. This, of '

course, complied with the theistic perspective and activated 1t towards
. * i

“

its intended antitheistic conclusion. But Swinburne the atheist was-’

. °

well aware that no divine malignance was responsible for human -
suffering, con&ingency and finitude, he was also cognizant that
:_although the belief in God, or tﬂ%ism, may be held largely responaible

- N N

+ for the ble'kness of existence, it cannot be accused of engendering all

human suffering, he knew‘that parddox, ephemerality, contingency,

\.

v

»

v
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finitude were but the conditions of existence.

In order to distinguish the atheistic Existential discourse

from thesexistential lamentations of the Classical and iconoclastic.
~

.

discourses, only a modification in perspective is requisite (for the-
A

rhetoric remains the same and does not even rely on polysemy for its

participation in the various discourses: ef%fistential meaning of

. . P

duffering is unique); "Atalanta's God muySt no longer be regarded as the
. /“ .
source but as the symbol of the yﬁplgcable verities of existence.
. “~ .
. . y

Fron this new vantage point, Swinburne's contrivance of "the
‘supreme evil, God" is justified by a third motive: the need to
expregf——albeit through the dramatic-and propitious medium of a

theistic perspectlve-—the existential awareness that he, the atheist,
t

had come, to. Thus far, Swinburne "existential awareness has be?n

assumed; it needé‘now to be substantiated. The Existential "way of

-

thinking" is not voluntarily adopted by anyvindividual; it only becomes
the authentic philosophy of a deeply—conscious individual who is,

sthrough the medium of an experiential catqust,,afforded a glimpse in

- - N

the pulsative meaning of exi“stence.4 In ‘The Fabric of Existentialiém&

v

- a * _ ! -

4 The necessity for an experiential ¢ause to 'precede and spur’
existential meditation constitutes a fundamental- témet of- this philo-

. sophy,which derives its very name from the importance it attributes to
"lived experience,” the empassioned or deeply-resonant. repercussions of
an extreme situation. Most studies on Existential pﬁilosophers are, in
fact, preceded by the exposition of such inciden;s or situations which
had awakened these philosophers to existential consciousness. g

cesmn = atne v cam ke o oae e o-
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Gi1ll and Sherman submit that siuch consciousness results from one's

involvement in a "boundary situation":

w

.the extreme and unavoidable situations that bring \
man to the limit, to the very boundary of existence, 4 \ :
where he must face the antinomies and ambiguities of ) :
the human condition itself. Among the typical .
boundary situations . . . are chance and contingency, -
choice, guilt, and, above all, death. These
situations are viewed as so many walls, hedging man
in. Once encountered, they force the individual to
recognize his own finitude. and challenge him to
realize his true self.

”

N

s e 5 I A R Lot i iy

On September 25, 1863, Swinburne's favourite sister, Edith,

-~
e

died. Swinburne, "hard hit" (Letters I, 90), had spent "several of !

.

éhe last hopeless months. of my‘sister‘s illness . . .Gin weary
expectation of the end" (Lettgrs, III,'93). While this loss occasioned
the rest of the family "éxhausted by the emotional strain of her iong
illness,';to seek Ysolace and change in a continental to@r,"? Algernon
went to stay at the‘Gordon residen;e. His cousin, Mary {Gordon, later

3 B
Mrs. Disney Leith, recalls that when he arrived} in October, he was ~

R St R KRR 2 S 71 < T e

] - 4 &

"engaged on 'Atalanta in Cal&donf‘? . . It was bggun when he came to ’
Cusa? o7 : s % |

\ , 3

If Edith died on September 25 and Swinburne was at his cousin s %

home in October, the short 1nterval must have been spemt in the . { g

’ \ . e’;é

A . v 2

Introd. (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1973), p. 22, ﬁ

52

Cecil Y. Lang, "Swinbu&ne s Lost Love," PMLA, 74 No. 1 (March
1959), p. 128. {

\
/// 7 The Boyhood of Algernon Charles Swinburne... (Loﬁdon: " Chatto
& Windus, 1917), p. 19. Mrs., Leith adds that she had ffirst read the
opening Chorus: "When the hounds:..." during this stay. 4
v "‘b . - "
e ' ‘\“ .
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arrangements and civilities of his 'sister's funeral as well as in the

-

subsequent preparations for his family's departure. It seems, then,
most likely that Swinburne had started Atalanta in the course of these

e )
"several hepeless months" of Edith's illness rather than immediately

after her death. Although it is not impossiblé that Swinburne might o

have managed to add to Atalanta within that brief and busy interval, it L

seems hardly plausible that he would have had the time, energy or ig{f
- \ o

inspiration to involwe himself in a fresh enterpriéé. Rather, the
several-months of his sister's ill&ess,would have provided Swinburne
with ample time and reason to reflect on the problem of death. The”

mgnage which then hoveredmbver the Swinburne houséﬁold was, inleffect.

infiltrating Atalanta.

- ¢ !
-~ v

It is impossible to determine whether this sorrowful circum- . - ‘

stance—-be it Edith's illnésg or, less likely, her‘death—-influen;:%

(RPN

Swinburne's selection of the Mef;;; myth in which he may have ‘ ,
‘ Al .

discerned an appropriate thematic potential; or, wheghgp having

previously opted for the story, the pQEt's gaddéned ;ﬁd revolted

intellect manipulaiéd it aFcordingly.- Nhafever\thehcausality may have‘

-‘been, there can be no doubt but that the effect, on Swinburnme, of

these distressing moments, was. poetically translatedﬂin Atalanta.8
. . ‘ B e

The pathetic figure of the dying Meleager gradually and irreversibly
' &

Swinburne writes to Lady Trevelyan on '"March 15, 1865"
(shortly after the publication of Atalanta)of "the funereal b=
circumstances which I suspect have a litthﬂi‘epened the natural colours .
- of Greek fatalism here and there, so as to have already incurred a :
dharge of 'rebellious ‘antagonism' and such like things" (Letters, I,
115). The understatement of this influence on Atalanta is rio doubt due
to Swinburne's reluttance--as' was shown in the previous chapter--to
admit to anything which may hhve adulterated the Classicism of his play.

. T
- , ~
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consumed by a fiery death--although this constitutes the last scene .
of the‘play, it was composed shortly after Edith's deathg——may certainly

be seen as a dramatic reconstitution of this tragic event. The play,

which Swinburne would take a year to finish, bears, in its eﬁtiregy,

Y

the emotional scars and philosophical evidence of these months spent in

: ( x

constant apprehension of death.

Swinburne's own '"boundary situation" had then been an encounter

with death. That.this encounter was vicarious does not preclude the

potency of itshgtirring effect. William Barrett paraphrases .

Kierkegaard on this point:

Despair 1s never ultimately over the external

object but always over ourselves . . . for all cases . s
of loss . . . The unbearable loss is not really in - ‘
itself unbearable; what we cannot bear is that in
being stripped of an external object we stand denuded:
and see the intolerable abyss of the self yawn at our
feet.10

#
Peter Koestenbaum, in The Vitality of Death: Essays in Existential

N ‘
Psychology and Philosophy, speaks of the '"death--or the threatenad

< AN

death--of a relative or someone close to us" as being "a close reminder.

" of our own death." He adds that '"We cannot easily control the anxiety,

? In a letter dated "December 31 /1863/ " and written from the
Gordon regidence, Swinburne says: "I have done some more of my Atalanta
which wil? be among my great doings if it keeps up with its own last
scenes thfoughout (Letters, I, 93).

Irrational Man: A Studx 1& Existential Philgsophx (New York: ~
Doubleday, 1958), p. 151.




82

hysteria and nausea that overcomes us when we are /Ehus7 confronted .with

the immediate threat of our own death." Whereas death had been regarded

"

previously as the '"death of others," such existential situations

ominously transform its apprehension; it becomes the "death of myself."

J

In Swinburne's case, his sister's prétracted illness and /
eventual death were the catalysts which "Once encountered . ./. force ' -
the individual to recognize his own finitude." Judging from the
existential preoaéupations of Atalanta, Swinburne had been unmistakably -
meditating during "those several hopeless monéhs" on the implacab}e .
reality of human finitude. In witnessing Edith's undeservea death take
its precocious toll, Swinburne must have pondered the dismal fact of
human contingency; and his own powerlessness to prevent or thwart the
‘progressive devastation of thi§ arbitrary and unappealable$death must .
have revealed the frustrating evi@ence‘of human impotence. Swinburne
‘had, in those maments, indubitably perceived in "the intole?able abyss
of the self," his own nothingness. R;ther than denying Swinburne's
Existentiatfsm on untengble anachronistic grounds, we should allow it to
emerge from its Classical context so as to declare the "enfant terrible"

of the nineteenth century among the first atheist Existeptialists; albeit

\ .
he would not have known what the second term meant.

-

Again,’ it must be stressed that had Swinburne merely expatiated .

on one or two Existential themes, Atalanta would not be regarded as the

3

J .
{(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1971), p. 4.

R e Bl b
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-

work of an Existentlalist. The ramifications of the following
discussion may be misleading insofar as the respective treatment of

the various themes may accentuate their universal, rather than
Existential, character. Yet, it must be recognizéd that all Existential
themes have been pondered before the institution of this philosophy:
independently, none is necessarily of an Existential natures chance,
death, ebhemérality'and so on, are)perennial subjects of meditation.

Existentialism denotes the reunion, so to speak; of all these themes

and an experiential or requisitely profound comprehension of them as

the ineluctable framework of existence. This comprehensive recognition \\hjt

of the implacable verities of existence is dramatized im~Atalanta,

wherein Swinburne attends to all Existential themes here enumerated by

Barrett:
. Alienation and estrangement; a sense of the basic
& fragility and contingency of human life; the
impotence of reason confronted with the depths of
4 existence; the threat of Nothingness, and the

solitary and unsheltergd condition of the individual
before this threat. S/. 31)

. L . ~
‘and Swinburne unkhowingly joins the cqppany of all Existential

philosophers regrouped by Camus in this fact of their common starting-

point: 'tous sont partis de cet univers indicible ol ré&gnent la

contradiction, l'antinomie, 1'angoisse og,l'impuiésanCe."12

Marcel Mounier clainfs that "Tout existentialisme . . . qu'il soit
chrétien ou'non . . . se caractérise toujours . . . par une conception
TR ) ; ’

Le Mythe de Sisyphe: essai sur 1'absurde (1942; rpt. Paris:

Gallimard, 1969), p. 39.

3
¢
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singuliBrement drahétique du destin de l'homme."13 This is certainly i

. . o \ :
A

the life-picture conveyed by'Atalanta, which as Lafourcade submits,
"repose sur un pessimisme profond" kLa Jeunesse, IT1, 389), Suffering
permeates the universe of Swinburne's play, a universe which is in

effect governed by “the law of tears" (p. 312):

* Yea; and with weariness of lips and eyes,
With breaking of the bosom, and with sighs, ‘ :
We labour, and are clad and fed with grief
And filled with days we would not fain behold
{] And nights we would not :hear of. (p. 286)

& ‘g
%ﬁnd further, Mouniér specifies that "Chez 1'existentialiste non

- ’
chrétien /meaa;hg atheistic/, la contiﬁgence de 1l'existence . . .
" 3 <

prend . . . le caractére . . . d'irrationalité pure et d'absurdité .

brutale" (p. 90). These last words may be used as an epigram to the

portrait, reproduced in the 3ast chapter, of "the supreme evil, God."
2
All divine activities were there perceived as regulated by paradox or

contradiction and characterized,"in fact, by the most brutal absurdity
| )

and the purg§@ irrationality.

3 ‘.‘ /\\/ ' ’? - “ \

The next step in this analysis should be to suggest that

these propinent features of Atalanta swdivine personality Jignal its

&

. . appurtenance to the realm, not of theology, but of Exis ial rhetoric T
. and reality. And yet, the crucial element which allegedly prompts the
absurd and contradictory behavior Bf the gods-—evil--1is not contained

) ) in these Existential terms. If Swinburne ié, in effect, speaking the |
! ! . ' ‘
’ ’ 2y ) M ’ T
. : language of atheistic Existentialism, there can be no room for an gvil J
1 ) ¢ “ = Im - N\, ‘

’\ 13 "Introduction aux Existentialismes," [i9427; Tpt. %n Vol. 3 ‘
1 » . of Deuvres de Mounier (Paris: Seuil, 1962), p. 88, k
W7 4 . - t ! 1

! - ey,
! B / ; Y
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volition.

3

a

- ) However, to the dejected individual, albeit an atheist, the term

"arbitrary" seems to divest. itself of "impartiality," as it were, so to

. . ¥
take on its more agitated connotations of "irratiomality,"

"impulsiveness,' or Although such an individual is

"tyranny."

rationally cognizant that no evil volition directs the conditions of

L]

the desolation which

existence; that these are neutral or impartial;

- ensues from their encounter inspires a negative, rather than an

innocuous perception. Thus Mounier describes the absurdity perceived

by atheist Existentialists as "brutal" and.thus Camus, an atheist,

»

refers to '"'les sanglantes-mathématiques qul ordonnent notre condi-~

tion" (p. 30). Ralph A. Ciancio points out the Existentialcéqdation

between the neutrality and the hostility of the universe:

. . . according to.Existentialist metaphysics
the universe is a dimension of full Being, that

N density which resists man and provokes nausea in
that it makes manifest to the For-itself For
itgelf's contingency. Indifferent toward man, it
is hostile towsrd man. (p. 82)

*Beside the iconoclastic motivation which led Swinbu:n;’to depict

e

"God" as there had . then been the Existential

"the supreme evil',
: - impulse to thus subjectfINze the arbitrary, projecting it as negative. ’

Swinburne had ‘therefore translated the sense or feeling pf an implacable
. 14 Webster s Third New Intetrnational Dictionary, 1966 and R ég 'g
International Thesaurus, Fourth Edition, 1977. , -

S

~
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A}

injustice which must have overwhelmed him as he witnessed the

unalterable progression of his sister's premature demise.

’

In The Rhetoric of Religion, Kenneth Burke exﬁounds on this

human inclination to subjectivize what is really but "a species of the

- - negative" (in the sense of negation): ) T},@

4

Logologically, moral "evil" is a species of negative,
a purely linguistic (or rational) principle. And P
4insofat as natural calamities are viewed in terms of
moral retribution, we should say that the positive
- events of nature are being seen through the eyes of
moral negativity (another instance of the ways whereby
the genius of the verbal and socio-political orders can
come to permeate our ideas of the natural order). (p..195)

natural calamities--if not in terms of "“moral retribution,” for the

{
And thus, inaspuch as Atalanta's personae are theists, they view ' §
R i
gods operate under no ethical code--as emanating from.a "supreme evil," !

H

an entitative evil. The atheistic Existential discourse, however, .
. .

would side with Burke in his definitigp of evil and regard God as ..

<

precisely a "'species of the'negat}ve;" in fact, the "supreme" negative.

Such an interpretation coincides with Swinburne's éndeavour to
establish the negativity of "God", that is the non-existence of Godj |’
and it concurs,moreover,yith his Existential‘motive. That is, in view’
of the play's insistent depiction of God's negation of all positives, ‘ A

his infestation of all life with death, "He" symbolizes life's supreme

) .
negation, the symbol of the "supreme" existential condition--death or -

nothingness. ’

>
-

The threatening "God" of Calydon--whose activities defy
- .l . ’
4 PR
A’rationality% expectation or justice, whose presence renders existence
\ : ’ T

-, . o

@ ¢ ¢
- ” ° . ° kY
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.
precarious, derisory, ephemeral and painful; whose supremacy and
ubiquity cannot be waivedls'-—is, in fact, the embodiment of the

"dreadful" omnipresence of '"nothingness.'" It 1s this threat which

hovers over the dramatic universe of Atalanta in Calydon, as it had

over Swinburne's own universe. That this threat should be perceived

"

in negative terms is perfectly understandable: eath,”" to use

Nicolas Berdyaev's words, is "the supreme horrog/and evil" (p. 249);

rm\an"d to Camus, "la mort exalte l'injustice. E1}& est le supréme
N : : '

: abus" (p. 121).

¢ e e Rt e A St .K., -

The tone of finality which envelops even a discussion on

death is perhaps a signal to postpone the examination of Atalanta's a
c R
last word on‘ the subject until other components of the Existential’

s
discoutrse have been scrutinized. The fundamental objective of the

present analysis is, again, to reinterpret the "divine" characteristics
‘ i
in an atheistic Existential light; in fact, to&émonstrate that

L]
Atalanta's '"God" represents, and does not regulate, tlge conditions gf

existence. Hawing thus shown\ that the qualification of the co’nc‘litions,‘
of existe;nce as'evil is comp.atible with the Existential motive, the‘

eal:lier proposition to equate the absurdity and irrationality exhibited
by Atalanta's God to the same conditions app‘::ebended existen{ially may

be resumed.

Passages ;elating the paradoxical, irrational, absurd, and

°

" thus chaotic activities of the Calydonian God(s) have amply filled

i

- ) S
15 Recall the explicit recognition of God's supremacy é;ven
- within the Chorus' most be_\lligérent statement: |All we are against
you, against you, 0 God most high." -9 Ty

S~
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expresses respect for a death ‘“Qiéh comes 'with agca:22 . . ’

.

But when white age and venerable death

* Mow down the strength and life within'their limbs, .
Drain' out the Blood and darken their clear eyes, .
Immortal honour is on them, having past .
'Through splendid life and death desirable. (p. 266)

. ‘ ‘
- ¢
.

s

. Moreover, death is deemed as "strong and full of blood and fair /
., And-perdurable and like a lord of land" (p. 284) in the verses immediately
5 ! s

" following the speech metaphor. Hence the in'vulnerability and vitality,

T —— .
as it were, of death, are valued for the anticipated application of death

¢ . 3

to God. Finally, death is 'reco_gnized as the end of existential strife.’

Althaea acknowledges the repose:and oblivion inherent in death:

i

1

. . « « o for all, ! ;

There shines one sun and one wind blows till night.
And where night comes the wind sinks and .the sun,\
And there is no 11ghe after, and no storm, ' .
But sleep and much forgetfylness of’things. (pp.257-58)

3 .
This last apprehensibn of dedth is most in keeping with that

. ‘ , ‘
articulatedfq,\s‘w{nburne's other poems but it is not suffused, as they

s

.« - . g DN

22 .
The following verses are not only emulative of the’ Classical

reverence for an honorable death which is the culmination of a
respectable and fruitful life; they were ipspired by Landor's death,
reported to Swinburne in September 1864. He avers this circumstantial
inspiration in a letter to Lady Trevelyan: '"You will recognite the
allusion to'his / Landor's_/ life and death at pp. 25, 26" (Letters, I,
115). (Having examined a copy of the original edition of Atalanta

/ London: Moxon, 1865 7, I have found no such allusion on pp. 25 and
26 but rather on pp. 29 and 30, from which the foliowing verses are
extracted. This may be explaj.ned as simply a mistake on Swinbume 5 -
part or he might have been referring to a manuscript copy) T 2
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are, with fn escapist aspifation to enter "The Garden of Prosgfpide."

t

With the exception of Althaea's deaﬁh-wish—-LI would I were not here in.
sight of the sun" (p. 301)--vhich 1is circumstantially justifiable in
that' she hab jusE\Ezzn informed that her,;on has killed her two broﬁhefs;

s

thére is not, in Atalanta, 'the empassioned yearning for death which
' 23 ‘

<

echoes throughout Poems and Bailads.
q .

" If Swinburne's characteristic appreciation of the solace that

is death curtails an unqualified denunciagion of death in Atalad&a, his

\J

denigration of an arbitrary and unjust death is, however, integral.

~ P "
ost emphatic portrayal of death Years the circumstantial and

AY

existenyial imprint of Edith's premature and undeserved demise which had
revealed to Swinburne the non-optionality, as it were, df death. He had

) * e . . k /‘\- ey -
realized that death does not p%ssively await the actualization of the -~
. - .

suicidal wish, ﬁbr is it alwayé the timeiy:tefmination of a full-fledged

existence. Death is vital; it 7brméates life, imposing itself 2

unexpectedly, gratuitously, “and unappealably on a precarious existence.
' ol

SwinBUrne's‘depiction of the infestation of death in all lifg

was discussed in the preceding chépters Here, however, the new

-

perspective shifts the focus from the culpability of "God" to the re-

> { " 1] ' ' .
DFesentative“eﬁs of "God. Atalanta's divinity represents the virulent

23 In fact, subsequent to her death-wish is Althaea' s stoic
resolution to admit, and live with, existential limitationms (albeit this

"ig uttered in an' opportune moment, as a tentative to justify her ;
imminent filigide): ,

But all the gods will, all they do, and we
Not all we would, yet somewhat; and one choice
We have,- to live and do just deeds and die. (p. 309)

’

-
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presence of death ie'life; "He' 18 the dregatic embodiment of the ever-

M §

impending

exisfence

threat of "nothingnesé" which enshrouds the ‘course of human

Thus, is Swinburne's prise de conséience poetically . ‘

translated, and its bearing is undeniably Existential: it concufs with

‘\of death:

awareness:

An old proverb cited by Heldegger epitomizes this morbid .
condition of life: "As soon as;we are born, we are old enough to die."
This 1is one of the verities recurrently illuStrated in Atalanta and the

"brand" is its primary symbol.z4 Meleager was born to die, almost

$

24

leitmotif invoked in the iconoclastic discourse' “eréer pour détruire."

°

: Ralph A. Ciancio 5 summary description of the Existential significande 3' .

~

Life's absurdity is intensified since man, if he ‘

.cthooses to live "authentically, seés that existence

is "conditioned by death." The reality of man's

inevitable annihilation is a pfesence he cannot »
elude, and toward which according to Heidegger, he '

is "forward-running." Death is a presence--not .
something confronted in the future, not somethirg e T

which stands ahead of him like some remote beacon .
perceivable at a distances Mdh is bounded by death;

1t is a part of the structure of his existence, as

is the rind of an apple teo its fruit. It is also the .
inexorable termination of man's drive to complete - - .

_himself, the impossibility of possibilities.' Facing Lo

death, however, man becomes cognizant of the salient
characteristics of his existence--its finiteness--
and begi#is to understand his existence. {p. 79)

, And Meleager, faciqg‘ﬁis death, acquires precisely this exisgentiall v

¥

[ . s
‘ f

. + . this death was mixed with all'my life,
Mine end with my beginning: and this law,
This only slays me . . . (p. 331)

. ¥

LA

This should be seen as the Existential equivalent of the

Tan B v
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_carries this death ‘throughout his® “"ashen 1ife" (p. 331). Not onlly .

i

Y

s g

v, ' . , . . ' .
.simultaneously, hadl Althaea not removed the brand from the fire; and he

Meleager's, but all life in Atalanta in thus "mixed" with death. Even:

in ,pature,are "blind things dead in their birth" (p. 276); all positives e

are infested with their gations and the "word" which 1is life is
/ L
algs potsoned with death.

Such fnsist’ent and permeating iterations of the presence of.

death in life radiate from an Existéntial awareness which is, as

!

Heidegger claims, immersed in dread or anguish; an awareness that '"Death

" is not something not yet present-at-hand, nor is it that which is :

7

ult"imately still outstanding but which has been reduced to a minimum. . .

Death ,is something that stands béfore _us—-—sdmething :lmpending."'z\5 This :

B ‘ -
 fact of our "thrownness into geath,” adds Heidegger, "reveals .

itself . .. in. a primordial and impressive manner in that state of :

”

mind which we have called 'ahxiety". .". Anxiety in the face of death

must not be confused with fear in the face of one's demise. This

{ o
~ ‘.
anxiety is not an accidental or random mood of 'weakness' in some .
1 * F—

-8 N

individual; but; as a basic state-of-mind of [;asein[bei_ng there; being-
' ' [

in-the-worl'd], it amounts to the losedness of Phe fact that Dasein

exists as thrown Being towards 1its’ end'
T

.« Swinburne transmits this-anxiety which had framed his epcounter

with his own "nothingness“‘ to Althaea and the Chorus. Thtoughout the

~

. 3

v - c.

'frang..,,from Being and Time by Gill and Sherman, p. 420.
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state of mind wherein death is

4

play, both maintain an "anxious”
constantly 'appreher:ded as an imminent péssibilit)'(\, . They recognize the
: O \ « ]

unpredictability and the gratultousness of death; and ion their

repetitive allusions to its "suddenness' emphasize their own contingency: -
¥

’;' J

-

For not seldom when all air

As bright water without breath

Shines, and when men fear not, fate .
Without thunder unaware

.Breaks, and brings down degth. (p. 298) . :

‘And Althaea is thus "Flecked with the sudden drops of déath" (p. 310).
No warning is.secured; not even that which would sensibly prevent the
committing of "sin" and hence the punitive--in a chaotic sense, for

LA

there is no ethical code--infliction of deach’:

i

. For madness Eave-ye given us and not health,
. And sins whereof we know not; and far these
Déath, and sudden destruction unaware, (p. 308)

Whereas Al@aexa’ithe Chorus are in consténtrexistential

apprehension of "God" as the ub tous presence of death in: life and ¢

the dreadful reminder of , Meleager exhibits ap

)

unexist:eng;ial attitude urtil that time of his authentié confrontation

.with'déath, Only in ﬁtl:xese last moments does he shed his mindlessness

and perceive the "law" of existence: "this death was mixed with'all ’

my life, / Mix;le end with my beginning."%r He recognizes his nothingness

PO

as inherent in his life and witnesses its -actualization.

- s

~

26’ ﬁt is this "law" which, approximately seventy years later, will
constftute the major postulate of Heidegger's philosophy, akthough in
‘more sophisticated language: 'Death is, as Dasein's end, in the Being .
of this entity towards its end" (Gill and Sherman, trans,, p. 426)
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The sug'ge;tip(}mat he is "Guiltless" (p. 329) and . the fact of his

youthfulness:: . < ~ >

; A R -
And all this body a broken barren tree
That was so strong, and all this flower of life
« Disbranched and desecrated miserably. (p. 331) .

\ . , v ‘ .
underscore the absurdity of his death. Camus stresses that, to the ; !
Existentialist, 'une' mort prematuree est irréparable"” (p. 113); for if .

death is in itself "1e supréme abus,'" a precocious demise reaches the

. apex of absurdity. — . : ! ., )
R . " . ' 3 £
Meleager is then the victim of the para&oxical and absurd ’ P
. 4 ' ] .
condition of his "ashen life". That "not,hingn&s" which infiltrates . ’ ﬁ
»» s . *

the pores of Atalanta's dramatic universe materializes to crush one of .
. v ) g
its incumbents. Atalanta's "God," "In whose fingers the weight of the ~

2

A Bty

world is as breath" (p. 322)=-again, the-deathly cénnotation of "breath'

is semantically potent here--has instilled in the "eyes" of man & | \
Ny .

. "foreknowledge of death" (p. 259); a death which "He" arbitrarily and -

. ! )

B :«B..—,.M-gw MoAF

capriciously wreaks. And thus does the existant exist: in the ever-

present possibility of death and constantly "looking toward" death. ' . ; '
. . ’ : ‘F‘

s . . '

Nothingness is intrinsic to the being‘who has been made "
"transitory and hazardous"q(p/. 288) and endowed with "ephemeral lips _ *
' ‘ ) . .
“and casudl breath" (p. 289). The choral lament to God that "thy name

. is life and ‘our nage death" has been explicated in terms of the

A 1 ' : ' . .
iconoclastic discoutrse; existentially, howeyer, it signifies God's

5 Y ¢

J "life" as really the "vital:lty“ of a death which om:lnously enshrouds the

course of existence and 19 its’ culmination.

. ] _ e Y
w3y ' q ‘ : , ) .
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1% is precisely this awareness of the "vitglity" of déath; of

- ‘ vy ' 4

B tl)e c;'m.t'ingency, ephemeral‘ity, isolatiqn and impotehce inherent in the -
human c;mdit‘ion which induces the Chorué] to pronounce what is ‘ A
uncioubtedly the crowning utterance of Atalanta, ﬂthat which synopsizes

- '-~its Existential revolt: "All we are againat thee, ﬁgain;stcthee,‘ 0 God

most high" (p. :289). Securing its mogivation from t&\e"angui.shed
consciousness of the supreme and ever-pre‘sentith‘reat of dea‘th', the

' Chorus resolves t() 1'ive‘ authentically. 1In Heideggerian terms: "It is

the dread of death which\'is ultimately re.i.:ponsiblev for the 'call of

conscience" to be authentic . . . It is foreknowledge of immanent death
' ' 27

-

- which forces man 'to take hold of his destiny.'"

-~ 4

The Chorus asserts itself and thus acquirves freedom, as Gte,
i1 A
,?ﬁhin the acknhowledged bounds of existential limitations. Camus
) v . .
describes this Existential revolt: ‘ -

; P . .
¢« . . . en face de la contradiction essentielle °
" jJe soutiens mon humaine contradiction, )
J'insgalle ma lucidité au milieu de ce qui la nie..
J'exalte 1'homme devant ce qffi 1'écrase et ma
liberté, mwa révolte et ma passion se rejoignent
alors dans cette tension, cette clairvoyance. (p. 119)

Qv

- The .Chorus' "clairvoyance"--"that' these thimgs are fot otherwise but

thus" (p. 289), meaning that the irrationality, paradox, absurdic'y and

27 Robert C. Solomoﬂ, "Martir_x‘ Heidegéer: Being and Béing iluman,‘
\From'Ratigualism to Existentialism: The Existentialists and Their {
- Nineteenth Century Backgrounds (Neéw York: Harper & Row, 1972), p. 226.

]

-
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precariousness of existance which it haS.just described are

A

irrefutable--spurs, nog’resignation, but awakening. It arotses the : .

Chorus from a passive existence to action, to the necessity of

A, A

endowing life with meaning &nd authenticity: ' "At least we witness of E 

thee ere we die" (p. 289). ° . . ‘ ]‘

. w 5
£y . .
: Just as the dreadful awareness of existential limitations may

lead to resignation or suicide, it may; paradoxically, promote a more

intense engagement in life; this’ is the culminative resolution of
\ .

Existentialism,” here. sunmarized by Camug: ‘ ! !
% LT ' I

Je tire dinsi de 1l'absurde trois conséquences

. -qui sont ma révolte, ma liberté et.md passion, . .

* " Par le seul jeu de la- conscience. je transforme . )
en régle de vie-te qui &tait invitation 2 la mort-- )

{ . et je refuse le suicide. (p. 8)

\ M . i i

-

.
~ Trmtdh AMS T -

TaTw

re Wi

The freedom that can be obtained is. to be sure,. a tircumscribed

' freedom; for it is enclosed in nothingness. Yet, within the lihitéd‘

LR L e

“ span, and amidst the existential’ obstacﬂts, of life, there is the

- W

. 'fteedom to live one' s life: 'Assuré de sa liberte 2 termeg, de sa

révolte sans avehir et de aa'conscience périssable, 11 /the Existential
3 . . Ve

L

'1ndividﬁal7 poursuit son’ aventure dans le temps de sa vie. L& est son

’,

champ, 13 son action” (p. 93). And Sartre, for one, uoﬁld _say that the

£ o ——— i € o

PO

“Chorus has enjoyéd "The essential freedom, the ultimate and final
freedom that cannot be taken from a man, /that vhich7 is_to say No"

(Barrett 8 interFretation, Pe. 215), as it onounces the words uhich ' ) '

“aignaY its own Existential revolt: "And all we are against thee,

¢ »

against.tﬁee.o God most high." . T a

e o gk b




L ‘ - Chapter 4
. ‘ The Existential Revolt S R '
) L w : .

.

¢

. ‘ Theexhortative note of Atalanfa--"All\?e are against thee,
v 3 .
‘ against thee, D God most high'--takes impetus from its iconoelastic,

“ N ~,
thrust to project an existential declaration of self-assgertion. This

-

#lf-affirmatfon should not be viewed as the corollary of an impulsive

- and impétuous rebuttal which culminates from the mdhﬁtiné weariness of
. ) .

_ being excessively abused only to wane gradually in calmer after-thought.
! ]

T The Chorus 1is acting upon no rash and temporary fit of "anger or
t - . ! .

frustration: - it_lucidly engages in an ExfstentidIJ;evolt—-that.which'

[}

édemande a life-iong pledge and which is hopelessly doomed to failure.

L]

The very terms wrich articulate this Existential revolt define

-

it.é,lt is a hopeless revoLJ in that it acknowledges the supremacy and
implacability of its adversary-—"o God most high''--; in existential
lahguage; lthe insuperability of the tribulations, irrationality,

_41 o precariousness and finitude of.exiséence. But it is an authentie, -
‘ ‘ . Existential revolt which refuseslpassivi;y or surrender--"All we are
against thee"--even asg it recognizeé the ineffectuality bt its venture.;
‘ ‘ ,Camus'EIucidates this peint: " .o la révolte metaphysique étend 1a "

conscience tout le long de 1'experience . . . Elle n'est pas aspirationp

elle est sans es%rir. Ceute révolte n'est que 1'assurance d’ un destin
ecrasant moins la résignation«qui devrait 1'accompagner" (p ).

‘
A

' That self-pity in which the ‘Chorus indulges as it lamentingly

v

delineates its existential shortcomings is itself a prerequisite to the

~
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‘ ’

Existential revolt. It translates no pathos or weakness, but, rather -the

lucidity and strength which Camus regards as indiﬁpensable to probelan

abysmal reality: Z

Notre destin iest en face de nous et c'est 'lui que
£ _nous provoquons. Moins par orgueil que par conscience

’

* .

de notre condition sans portée.

Nous aussi, nous ; : ¢

' avons pa

rﬁois pitié de nops-mémes.
o

C'est la seule

compassion qui nous semble accédptable:

‘,un sentiment

que peut-8tre vous ne comprendrez éuétq et qui vous
~semble peu viril. Pourtant ce sont les plug audacieux

.d'entre nous qui 1"éprouvenmt . . nous appelons virils
" les lucides et nous ne voulons pas d'une force qui se

sépare de la clairvoyance. (p. 122)

\ﬁ «

»

‘ -4
Nietzsche similarlyhextolls lucidity and strength in his Zarathustra:

"He who sees the abyss, but with an eagle's eyes--he who grasps the

4
If*lucidity breeds despair--for the existential revelation is

LY ’

b . . l
abyss with an eagle's claws: he possesses courage."
. $ Ed

+

a despairing one--the courage which had prompted lucidity ik theﬁfIrét

place survives through that despair which it encounters; annihilates it

- . * / A . .
and installs, in its stead, self-assertion: " . . . into all abysses

-

do I carry my consecrating declaration Yes," procla?ms Zarathustra .
4‘(p.‘186). Rather than allow despair or the ;byss to engulf its spirit;

the Chorus enacts~precibely that which C;mus defines as the alternative.

to resignatioﬂ or suiqid;: "en face de la conggzzzahdon essentielle,
;je soutiens mon humaine contradictiaon. J'iﬁ;talle ma lucidité au milieu

- |

Thus Spoke Zarathustra/I88§7 trans. R.J. Hollingdale (1961; rpt.
Ontario: Penguin, 1976), p. 298, All further references to Nietzsche's

"novel," hereafter cited as Zarathustra, are to this-edition and appear’

in the text. © - N

\
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L4

de ce qui‘la nie.’ J'exalte 1'homme devant ce qui l‘éhrasé et ma libertéd,

c \

ma révolte et ma passion se rejoignent algrs dansg cette tension, cette '

»

clairvoyance ¢« « +» Oul, 1'homme est sa prdpre fin. Et E?‘est sa seule

fin. S'il veut &tre quelque chose,-ciest dans cette vie" (p, 119).,.

-

The,consciousness of existential vicissitudes.and the certitude

of contingency, rather than iniimate resignation or suicide, may then
blarejan urgent call to life and action. '"Death," says Nietsscthe, "must
be transformed into a means of'victory and triumph."2 And the Chorus,

from within the anguished awareness of its own contingency--in fact,
L4

o

because qﬁ—éﬂhrchooséb the manner in which to live its life,
Rejecting passivity and surrender, it awakens to authenticity, which

demandsﬁdefianée: “"At least we witness of thee ere we die / That these
‘ . H

thiﬁgs.are not otherwise, but thus" (p. 289),
[ )

P .
One ma§ then say that by beco?ing consclous of its own .

2

. .
nothingness, the Chorus is freed from it. That is, inasmuch as this

consclousness éburs the act of defiance which i1s, according to Sartre,

™
L]
:
L

"Explgnatbry Notes to Thus Spake Zarathustra," in The
Twilight of the Idols..., trans. Anthony M. Ludovici, vol, XVI of The

Completeé Works of- Friedrich Nietzsche, ed, Dr, Oscar Levy (1909—1§II;

rpt. New York: Russell, 1964, p. 273 All further references to

NietZsche's "Explanatory Notes..., hereafter cited as "Notes", are to

this edition and appear in the text.. And in Ecce Homo/19087 Nietzsche

1auds his own Zarathustra for casting, from the depths of existential °

_negation, a resonant cry. of affirmation: "Zarathustra is a dancer--

« « . he.that has the hardest, most terrible insight ,into reality, that
has thought the 'most abysmal idea,' nevertheless does not consider it
an objection to existence . . . but rather one reason more for being
himself the eternal Yes to all things" (Trans. Walter Kaufmann in

Basic Writings of Nietzsche / New York: Random, 1966. rpt. Wew York:

Modern Library, 1968 /, p. 762). ‘

., »
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”£E7he eésential freedom, the ultimate and final freedom," the Chorus

disengages itself from the bonds of a passive sérvitb@e and imposes its

own irréfutable reality within an overwhelming nothingness. .But /
moreover, the awareness of continéeﬁcy prods the resolution to make
"something" of life: to recohsider thé.quality of existence and thus

adopt a defiant authenticity--"At least we witness of %hée“~—and to
acknowledge thé potentiality and urgency in whatever span of lif% is

i
to be had: "ere we die." . \ \\—\ .
. v ) ,

£
v

It is, however, the existential follow-up of this revolt which
injects the span of life with meaning: "Cette révolte donne son prix
4 la vie," submits” Camus, "[é?tendue sur toute la longueur d'une

-

existence, elle lui restitue sa grandeuf SR | li'homme révolt§7

P

éait que dams cette conscience et dans cette révolte au jod} le jour,
il témoigne de sa seule vérité qui est le défi" (pp. 78-79). Awareness

and revolt as well as the "action" which the daily pursuit of that

”kW—\T&.‘W Bty =

revolt implicates—-these "fulfill" 1life; give it medning and in this
sense, avert it ‘from its own nothingness. ®

B
- “

Yet if Swinburne heralds the Existential revolt in Atalanta,

o R s 0 < "

he does not therein delineate its pursuit, The Chorus' declaration i's
. . , o .
momentous in that it signals and initigtes the adoption of a rebellious

. -
and self-assertive attitude, but the existential actualization of the ) .

« N

‘revolt--that day-to-day "action" which ensues from awareness and the

pronouncemené of the revolt--is ngz.dramat;zed in the play. In order j
to witness the poetic application of this Eyistential utterance, the

reader. must ledve the meditative atmosphere of Atalanta and enter the

b -
energetic ebullience of Songs before Sunrise.’

-rf T, ' 1 ' v
d ‘ ~ ,
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‘Juliette," the poet says: "Tﬁey are past as a slumber that passes, /

. 1862, _ »

107,

It may then be claimed of Atalanta in Calydon %@;t it 13 that

s

missing link so earnestly sought-by critics in an effort to recontile

i

or at best, justify, the thematic and affective disparities between

A}

Poems and Ballads, First Scries and nggs before Sunrise, The play =

represents the prisé de conscienice which had 1aduced Swinburne to a

abandon the complacency andfescapism of Poems and Ballads and assume

.

that existential engagement expressed in Songs before\Sunrise; that

engagement whith, alone, cqQuld secure the meaningfulness and purpose

.necessary to attenuate the despair of nothingness,

In his "Dedication, 1865" of Poems and Ballads (1866).3\Kh\ich

A Y

exhibits all the featurss of an "Envoy" and is, in fact, the last poem

v .
of the volume, Swinburne bids farewell to "My verses, the firstfruits

- f ' Lt

of me": SR ' ’ . E Lo

-

Leaves pallid and sombre and ruddy, : ;' o
Dead fruits of the fugitive years;. , = : Co

Some stained as with wine and made bloody, o
And some as with tears. “(I, 293)

And of "Faustine, Fragoletta, Dolores, / Félise and Yolande and -

o

"

As the dew of a dawvn of old time" (I, 294). .
’ . - .

3~

S&inburne'has, in effect; awakeqed from his slumber, ‘The

i

incessant hankering for unconsciousness and the repeated death-

wish of Poems and Ballads céase, The poet, in putting behind him

3, Most poems in this volx;mg were composed before Atalanta, in,’ C g

°

< - » .
’ . .

- . P v
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"The songs of dead seasonf" (1, 254), tﬁ? "Dead fruits of the fugitive
years," progresses from éscapism to confrongation. T%e'"Dedication," X
co;poséd 1n‘1865, subsequegt to Atélanta, is\a'product'of,the existential
awareness and sagacity attAQped to the play.' The "Dedicatiqn" cloges
not only the poet's first voiyme, but relates as well the end of

A\

Swinburne's,youth which_bgg)'iﬁ\fact, termigated with the experience

of Atalanta. There is no gap between Swinburne's first two volumes of
5 \

poetry: there 'is Atalanta in Célyéon; and there 1s, more gpecifically,

the Chorus' Existential revolt whicﬁ‘triggers and points toward that ~

"action" which will be poetically effected in‘Sonés before Sunrise,

3

Atalanta translates Swinburne's own exdstential revolt, From
the abysd of nothingness, he had summoned the\Vill to 1ife and action.

Barrett's description of the rationale which prompted Sartre's
. ‘ .

"For Sartre . . . the nothingness of the Self is

the basis for the will to action: the bubble is
empty and will collapse, and so what is left of

us but the energy and passion to spin that bubble .
out? Man's existence is absurd in the midst of-4
cqsmos that knows him not; the only meaning he can
give himself is throygh the free project thzﬁ he
launches out of his nothingness not to comp e ion )
‘or- holiness, but to human freedom as realized in L
revolutionary-activity. (p. 220)

0

existential engagement may serve to elucidate the poet's own motivation:

-
s

¢

1

Nietzsche's own "nihilism," as Hollingdale submits, is similarly

"followed . . . ﬂy a call to‘action, battle and pgsitive commitment""

«

(Introd., Zarathustra, p. 18). o

q -
s

Swinburne has maturéﬂ into a full-fledged revolutionary and
. N '

LR
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In the "Prelude"a which opens ‘Songs before Sunrise,

LY

philosophical poet.

Swinburne adumbrates his intellectual and affective evolution. The ) .

first two stanzas are a recapitulat%on of the "Dedication":"they relate

o s e,

the poet's youthful minalesgness--"Time's truth' / Was half not harsh in
the ears of youth"--and describe the sterile ahd introverted nature of
" his past preoccupations: "Delight whose germ gréw never é}ai;,“/ And
" passion dyed in its own\pain".(II, 3). In the third stanza, thé'9outh o

then rises to a more lucid awareness and will; arrayed in "strength"

.and "fhought," he supplants the laﬁgdishing spirit with that of freedom:

Then he stood up, and Lrod‘to dust. - .
. . Fear and desire, mistrust and trust, : . ) ?
\\j ' And dreams of bitter sleep and sweet, - .
. < And bound for sandals on his feet
.+ Knowledge and patience of what must ‘ , : -
P “And what things may be in the heat
: And cold of, years that rot and rust
. And 'alter; and his spirit's meat ° ‘ : ‘
Was freedom, and his staff was wrought C ? . i

. : Of strengfh, and his clqgk woven of thought. =~ . <
s For whaf has he whose will sees clear ‘ o : ?
v To do with doubt and faith and fair, : &

to Swift hopes and slow despondencies? (II, 4)
e R LN P ) t, ,‘ . f
. ' : . : : N &

The "Prelude" undeniably reflects the profound change in

‘
.
:
Cole
.

Swinburne's own state of mind ang outlook. On "October 9[186§7,T

M%'ﬁﬁm‘”ugﬂby%ﬁ}; e

[ 4

’

the poet writes to W.M. Rossetti: "After all in spite of jokes and

[

ﬁerversities-—naigré ce cher Marqﬁis &t ces foutus journaux--it is nice

to-have something to love %nd to believe in as I do in Italy. It was -

only Gabriel and his folldwers in art (1'art pour 1'art) who for a time

o ¢

\ ¥ ' ) ’ g .
& ' ‘Swinburne says in a letter dated "[Kpril 21, 18797" that he
' has "juast finished" the "Prelude' (Letters, I, 110) '

a
&
. .

—r
.
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\ \

'frightened me from speaking out; for ever since I yas fifteen I have

been equally and unalterably mad--t&te montée, as My Mother says~-about

this article of faith" (Letters, I, 195-96),

Q o

\ Whatever the distraction may in fact -have been which prevented
Swinburne from previously attending to this "article of faith," he was

unmistakably spurred to "actiqp" by his own existential revolt. The

existential nature of his revolt may be measured not only in terms of

.

its motivation, but, as well, in terms of the profundity and '
]
authenticity of Swinburne's revolutionary or ideoclogical fervour.

Further on, in the same létter, the poet writes:

- just as one hears that intense desire has
, made men impotent at the right (or wrong) minute, *
my passionate wish to expregs myself in part, for
«v _a little, about thig hatter, has twice and thrice .
" left me exhaysted and inCOmpetent unable to
write, or to decide if what has been written is or
is not good. I never felt this about my poems on
othér subjects; and I'd give a year of my life to
. - accomplish the writing of a really great song on
this one. If national or translatable;, so much
the better; but anyhow, I feel with«phildl(and
probably abortiye) till I have emitted something, (p. 196)

L

Of Songs before Sunrise Edmund Gosse remarks that "To the end of his

life he /§winburne7 continued to regard it as the most intimate, the
/

"d
most sincete, and the most important of all his writings And

Swinbdrne was in fact redoleat with pride and satisfaction for "' 8ongs

3 o

< 5

The Life of Algernon Charles Swinburﬁé, 4th ed. Zi91§7, vol,
XIX of 1925 Bonchurch Edition, p. 178,

f ' . . " ’-

’ v v
L S e e ey apng S ron . .
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before Sunrise' -—incomparéﬁiy my\yestvbit of work . . . if (as T believe)
! . ' -
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that is a man's best work into which he has put mast of his heart and

soul and faith and hope" (Letters, IV, 17). The poet does not lavish e, g
praise on Songs before Sunrisé‘unQualifyingiy; helzznsistently invokes

) [

‘a "personal" standard; relating the work to himself (a far cry from his

“

. early esthetic convictions): 1t is "my ripest and carefullest--and out (/

_of sight my most personal and individual wprkh (Letters, II, 138). . ‘ .

»

Swinburne's well-known assessment of Songs before Sunrise should

2

adequately render the Mexistential” nature of the volume; the profundity -
and authenticity pf its expression: ‘"my other books are books; but

'/ that one is myself?\SLetters 111, 35).

- N l"*i Y ¢ A
Swinburne's will to action was not--as has often been assumed--

%
’

prompted by his 'meeting with Mazzini. He had written‘his "0Ode on the
. Insurrection of Candia' (which he subsequen&}y sent to Mazzini) and
A}
his "Song of Italy" before any epistolary or personal prod by the

L "Chief."6 Swinburne merely found, in Italian politi¢s, an opportune
circumstance in which to actualize his need for action. As McGann i

[N

suggests, "Swinburne was taking the contemporary struggles in Italy ‘ s

ag the occasion for a gseries of poems on the idea and fact of *

revplution not only in contemporary Italy but in all Europe and, in -

Iy

fact, in any time or place" (p. 240).

. . Xiw

In his interview of Swinburne, Paul de Reul had Inquired as to

N

l Mazzini wrote Swinburne to thank him for the Ode (completed in

’ Jan. 1867) dpd urging him to pursue his "crusade' on March 10, 1867. , N
‘ By Feb. 1867, the "Song of Italy" was completed. Hence, both poems ) .
- were composed before Swinburne met Mazzini on March 30, 1867.

[ ‘ . -~

*
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.

the identity of the old man in;"Thalassius"-—?winburne's alleged

autobiographical poem--Swinburne's answer: "Je ne sais pas . . .

.
“~

_plutdt Landor"; "Et Mazzini?" questions de Reul; "J'ai vénéré Mazzini

1t

.plus que personne,” replies the poet, "mais i1 n'a pas fait mes

¥
1déea ™ (p. 127). r

Il

This primary allegiance to-Landor underscores the universal ’ kg

»

.aspect of Swinburne's "battle." Swinburne's revolutionary ardour was

not geographically but~philasbphically determined. McGann addg that in

Songs before Sunrise, "Rome and the Republic are states of mind rather . "

. than states of affairs" (p. 254). ‘And: in fact, Swinburne's interest
4 R N r

in Italy will be superseded by his préétcupation with France. "L'huma-
nitarisme de‘Swinbupne i ce moment ne connalt pas de¢ frontidtes,"

-, i . N
corroborates de Reul, "les nations-}'intéressent en raison de leurs
¢ s A

-

‘combats pour un idéal. Dezla, sa prédilection pour 1'Italie, pour la
: -

-

France, de 13 'sa sévérité pour{sa—patrie qu'il juge morte, indifférente,

élongée dans une routine égoY¥ste, déchue temporairement de sa :

‘wmiégion" (p. 229):

Canst thou sit shamed and self-contemplative o
With soulless eyes on thy secluded fate?
\ Though time forgive them, thee shall he forgive, )
“ Whose choice was. in thine hand to be 80 great? ) .
¢ L Who cast out of thy mind
The passion of man's kind ‘ﬁﬁ?
And made thee and thine old name separate?
("The Eve of Revolution", . R
) ' , 11, 19)

®

This is certainly reminiscent of . Swinburne's own indifference and self-

«

contemplation which he sheds to take up "poetic" arms and, in de Reul's

\ -

o

S T
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words, "au lieu de se dé&rober vers le réve regardera la vie" (p. 215): .
r . 1 o . \ LN
+ Etonnant: contrasté de deux ouvrages' L3

4 /Poems and Ballads/ des visions de fidvre
. « . une avide sensualité d'artiste qui met la
" nature au pillage, dépouille l'univers de tout
ce qu'1l a de couleurs, de gaveurs et d'odeurs; ’
puis, /Songs before Sunrise% cette fmagination
tout 3 coup assagie, ne tendant plus, de toutes
./ . . les forces de son pouvoir, qu'd concevoir et
' embrasser un idéal ahstrait, austére, purement
spirituel situé par-deld la forme et 1l'image: Ve
1l'uniqye amour de la Liberté, dissipant les
. prestiges de’ la veille, soufflant syr ‘ces splendeurs
et ne laissant 3 leur plage régnersQ%e la brise
aiglle, 1'auguste fraicheur, des sommets ol 1l'on
plane, ol 1'on aspire, ol 1'on esp@re. (p. 214)

3

. . Not so "astonishing"” or "sudden" when we necessarily admit
the enlightening and thematically cbhesive presence of Atalanta between
v these two volumes. 3 For it must be remembered that the play signals the

vill to action and the will to %ive and contairs, moreover,'Swinburne's

initial recognition of "The holy spirit of man" (p. 259).

.

Swinburne's ‘'political" poetics were prompged by, his own

existential revq}t. He heedgd an ideal, a course of actiom which would

é’give méaning to his life and he thus engaged hi;self in thelpath which

he had selected at’ the age of fifteen, but which was noé, until sometime »

- between 1863 and 1865, authentichlly "chosen." o As Camus says, "pBur un -

v ‘ céeur , il ne peut y avoir de milieu. 11 ya Dieu ou le temps, cet-

te cyoiy ou cette é&pée" (p..117). Swinburne evidently c¢hooses the

latter, which he reséectfully lays at‘Mazzini's feet:
" . ﬂ - ?

, ? This statement is meant to evdke‘%he Existential connotations

of choice and commitment. . )

\ -

o 2 .
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I bring you the sword of.a song, =~ FR
> The sword of my spirit's desire, -,

Feeble; but laid at your feet,.
. That which' was- weak shall be strong,
That which was cold shall take fire,
« That which was bitter be sweet.
i — ("bedication to Joseph Mazzini",
w?“ : II, vi)

lgl )\v-

But whatever immedihte or specific cayse Swinburne upholas. his is-a

universal engagement; an existential pledge to time or action, rather

than to that other alternative invoked by Camus:

He.hath given himself and hath not sold
To God for heaven or man for gold, :
Or grief for comfort that it gives,
Or joy for grief's restoratives.
He hath given himself to time, whose fold
Shuts in the mortal flock that lives
' On its plain pasture's heat and cold
And the equal year's alternatives.
. Earth, heaven, and time, death, life, and he,
Endure while they shall be to be. ("Prelude", "IT, 5)

Y
-

Swinburne's iconoclastic and atheistic Existential motives

transcend the poetic medium of Atalanta and coalesce to become the 1ife-

long Nietzschean objective which he will expound-from Songs before .

Sunrise on: the death of "God" and the resurrection of '"Man."

Zarathustra proclaims: "6nce you said 'gpd' when yoﬁ‘gazed upon

distant seas; but now, I have taught you. to say 'Superman'" (p. 109);

,and this is also "Hertha"'s message: . ' b4

I that saw where ye ‘trod °
The dim paths of the night < e
Set the shadow called God : '
.In your skies to give light;
But the morning of manliood is risen, "and -
_ the shadowless soul 1s in sight. (II, 75)




e

115 . - "
, . Y

Consciousness of human limitations thus spurs an acknowledgement

1 of human possibilities. Camus writgs: 'Ce qui reste, c'est un destin

)

. dont,seufe 1'issue est fatale. En dehors de cette unique fatalité de
larport, tout, joie ou bonheur, ;st liberté. Un monde demeure dont
l'homﬁe est le seul maftre" (p. 156). This precisely describes
Swinburne's ,world wherein "Man is the mastér of things"ltfﬂymm of Man',

. 1T, 104); whérein "Man" is the only perdurable, -unequivocal and

o

worthwhile "God": ey ' ’

% A God with the world inwound whose clay to . s
his footsole clings;
- A manifold God fast-bourd as with iron of 0
adverse things.
A soul that labours and lives, an emotion,

a strenuous breath, -
, . From the flame that’ its own mouth gives reillumed,
" . and refreshed with death.
’ ' In the sea whereof centuries are waves the live -
~  God plunges and swimS' ) N

) : His bed is in all men's graves, but. the world
. co ' hath not hold.on hig limbs. (p. 96)

’

. Thus i Swinburne's "nihilism" "clarified" much as Nietzsche's
. ' ‘ ‘j
nihilfiam will be; for, as Hollingdale avers: "The joy of the Superman

v '

in being as he is, now and ever, is the ultimate sublimation of the --

will to power and the final overcoming of an otherwise inexorable

, « nihilism" (Introd., Zarathustra,rp. 27). Nietzsche's qonceptign of é'
L S . 'Superman’ is then comparable to thg object of Swinburne'sA"clariftéd
i : | nihilism":"to "worship the divine zman\ humanity, the ideal of humap
5 ' ‘ . perfection ahd aspiration, without worshipping any éé& any person, any
;,' ‘ :' Y ifetish-at all" (Letters; 111, 14). ‘The only "light". by which the
isolation and haphazardness’ of existence may be Qonfronted 'tﬁat which !
i ‘ attenuates the absurdity and efhdicatea the purposelessness of ’
¢ . . .
.
i
. . - “
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N ’
existence 1s the "soul” or "Man":
oy
Passions and pleasures can defeat,
Actions and.agonies control, .
And life and death, but not the soul,

Because man s soul is man s God still '
What wind soever waft his will

Across the waves of day and night

, To port or shipwreck, left or xight,’

By shores and shoals of good and 111;

And still its flawe at mainmast height ' }
Through the rent air that foam-flakes fill

Sustains the indomitable light - )
Whence only man hath strength to steer. ‘
Or helm to handle"without fear.

Save his own soul's 1ight overhead,

None leads him, and none‘ever ed, . . -

Across birth's hidden harbour-bar,
. Past youth where shoreward shallows are,
Through age that drives on toward the red °

Vast void of sunset hailed from far,
To the equal waters of the déad;

"Save his _owm soul he hath no star,
And sinks, except his own soul guide,
Helmless in wtiddle turn of tide. ("Prelude . 1T, 7- 8)

& 2 .

§  Svinburne's "soul" is semantically quite flekible: the word is

synonymous with "human spirit"; "Man" or ‘the conglomeration of men:

"Humanity"; it moreover, denotes “"Liberty” or "Freedom.”" Fundamentally,
¥

however, the “soul" is the culmination of all these; it may be considered .

°

as the perennial humaﬁe 11 to an unfettered exisgence."‘However'blurredf

or thwarteé by‘religion this drive may be, i® must,.exhortd Swinburne,

-

be revitalized by "thought" and "strength" into that urgent and meaning—
ful quest for "freedom --that very quesc ndertaken by th outh of the ﬂ
3 4 ey

“preiude.” . . T \\
4 . » . I

‘ Only "thought” can release the yokes of religion as it’ ' y

o

deconceptualizes its self-imposed construct:. "Thought made him and

-

breaks him" ("Hertha", II, 79). .If gset in the'directibn of fréedbu;

‘ k]

.
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- . discover that ‘thought which

R teach it to men:

. 117 ’

' - . )
"thought" can no more be assailed and becomes,'in fact, the essential

liberator of humanity:

Yet one &fin‘g is there that ye ghall not slay,
Even thought, that fire nor iron can affright.

The woundless and invisible thought that goes

Free throughout time as north or south wind blows.

Far throughout space as east or west .sea flows,
And all dark things before it are made bright. N

Thy thought, thy word, O soul republican,
, 0 spirit of life, O God whoge name is dan.

("A Year' 5 Burden , F1, 233-34)
.

Swinburne's "soul,” initially stimulated and directed by "thought" .
. - ¥
ich is "a primum mobile" striving "to.

regembles Nietzsche's "Ego"|
L »

main poised above men like a Star"

(“Notes s Pe 267); "this creating,

’

the measure and, value of things .

Y '
illing, evaluating Egd, which is

. ﬁy Ego taught me a new pride{,\ I
No longer' to bury the head in the sand of he@venly

:hings, but to can}it freely, an’ earthly head which creates ‘ning

for Lthe eart " (Zareathustra, p. 60). - *‘*§~
4 : '

¢ S f .

Swinburne proc!aims that only: the "Self-stablished the sufficing

sbul" can reinstitute the supremagy of "Man:"  And before "Man” can

reclaim his ri&htful .soveteignty,

"Man" must avert his gaze from his self-fabricated tyrant and 1ook '

3

-toward himself: T ' .

. . o
» " P ¢ Ry

P .
C - But what thing dost-thou now,
Looking Godward, to cry
~ "L am‘I, thou art thoy,

- £
L]

‘. T am low, thoy art high"? - S :

. I am thou, whom thou' seekest to find himj ¢~ ¢

'

find \thou but thyself thou art . . S

.
»*
noo..oo'-nb-‘nt--o--o-n‘ﬂno-;cu'lno'--.co." A

a "holy iﬁsujz'rection" must be effected.

' Y
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A creed is a rod, i
And a crown is of night,
But this ‘thing is‘God, : .
To be man with thy might, .
To grow straight in the strength of thy \ -
« spilrit, and live out thy#life as the
light.. ("Hertha", II, 73, 75) .

\ .
Swinburne's agyocation of the annihilation of the concept of God and'

the restoration of responsibility, commitment and self-sufficiency

anticipates Nietzsche's word on the subjec%S’EXpounded in The Gay

> . Science:
4 s 1215

You will never pray again, never adore again, .

» mnever again rest in endless trust; you do not ‘ ’
permit yourself to stop before any ultimate -. BN ' 9
wisdom, ultimate 'goodness, ultimate power, while
unharnessing your thoughts; you have no perpetual
guardian and friend for your seven solitudes; . . .
there is no avenger for you any more nor any final .
improver; there is po longer any reason dn what
happens . , . no resting place 'is open to your
heart, where it only-needs to find and no longer, to
seek; you resist any ultimate peace . . . perhdps
man will rise even higher as soon as he ceases to
flow out into a god. 8.

“

o
[

.

*;And as Swinburne reasons in thé "Prelude": ‘ -

confrontation pf life. The Existential revolt, signalled by Atalanta's

York.

/

Him can no God cast down, whom none . ‘ . "

Can 1lift in hope beyond the height

Of fate and nature and things done .

; By the calm rule of might and right ° . ’ : "

That bids men be and -bear and do, o , R
And die beneath blind skies or blue. (II,.4) T ’

. M
. . .

Self-reliance promqtes an existential apprehension and ¢

13

'S

a
- Lt

nTd st L

“Trans. Walter Kaufmann based on- the 2nd ed., 1887; rpt. (New .
Random, 1974). pp. 229-30. » L

o
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Chorus, is pursued by the "youth" in the "Prelude," However
. +

unavailing the objective--freedom--may prove to be, commitment to the

quest suffices tq secure'meaning and purpose, By authentically

. [ BN

engaging itself in tﬁisﬂrenture, the "soul" asserts itself. The

¢ ‘

'"Epiloguem of Songs before Sunrise evokes its "Prgludg":

'

So the soul seeking through the dark
Heavenward,“a dove without an ark,
Transcends the unnavigable sea .
Of Yyears that wear out memoyrys
So calls, a sunward-singing lark,
In the ear of souls that should be free;
So points them toward the sun for mark
Who steer not for the stress of -waves,
ﬁnd seek strange helmsmen, and are slaves. (11, 236)

Thus are thé meaninglessness, chaos and purposelessness of existence

.

~ abated. A life-long engagement into meaningful "action" fostered by

an émancipated "thought" and directed towards '"freedom'; an existential

» a

self-reliance rather than the relegation-of the self to "strange

helmsmen':® .these are Swinburne's assets over nothingness and chaos;
o . K . . . '

: .t oot o

these are ‘the constituents of the Existential revolt.
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© Conclusion -

~

Swinburng's predilection for dramatizing theisti:’perspectives has
generated a critical tendency to regard the poet as an inver;ed or
_preverted theist. An.yet, in his correspondénce, from 1861 on, the poet
openiy’and une&uivocally avers his atheism.. In an effort to reconcile
Sdinburne‘s avowed conviction that "God”visibut a figment of the
}wagination, an oppressive construct, with the dran@pic acknowledgments
of a "God" in his early poetry, the egamplar of Swinburne's dramatized

)

theistic perspectives--Atalanta in Calydon--has been probed. JP o

A scrutiny of Atalanta has revealéd that Swinburne's "theological"
attitude was not that of ;n inverted théist, but th;t of an iconoclast.
The poet, emulating Blgie, Sade and Sheliéy,\employed the theistic
perspectivé to expose and sﬁatter an icon, not a Go&;~he manipulated tﬁis'
perspective in such a way as to display its absurdity, demonstrate ité
inviability, and imply the spuriousness of its object: In elucidating

N 2

§winburnefs iconoclastic method in Atalanta, light is shed on all those

poeus——particularly'in Poems and Ballads, First Series--in which a theistic

perspective is established; whether the contrived point of view is

{
a

' or Classical, as in "Anactoria."

Christian, as in '"Laug Veneris,'

Swinburne was an iconoclast; and yet, in a well-known poem of

Songs before Sunrise, it seems that the poet has given vent to the very
impulse against which he crusaded; for "Hertha" is the product of a

mythopoeic imagination; that which;is responsible for the erection of gods.

e
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* abstractions. Moreover, was not tﬁe pagan object of deificat(ﬁn, the

‘poet and the pagaﬁ in Swinburne are resﬁbnsible for his indefatigable

B, J21
"9

3 . . ‘
Swinburne's mythopoeia- may, however, be justified by acknowledging two

aspects of his personality: the "pagan" and the "poetic," and recognizing
their interrelatedness. ' Ca

Swinburne's poetic propgnsity for allegorization--which nmy ﬁe'

confirmed by a glance into any one of hds volumes‘vf poetry, or even in

his earliest wrltlngs—-ls associable with his reputed penchant for paganism.

It was not the poet's “religious".instinct, but his ''poetic" instinct, which

_ found therein a colourful panoply qflanimated péssions and corporealized

«

hu@an being, rather than some nebulous and oppréssive omnipotence? The
pagan mentality was also congenial to Swinburne's phys?cal‘and intellectual
constitution in that it did not prudishly select virtuohs or idyllic.traits
to ascribe to its human-like deities; the pagans viewed as diviné, and

thus irreproachable, the lustiness of'Veﬁus, the homosexual ueande}ingsa

of Apollo and thq epicene nature of Hermapbrqditus. Human. nature was

' . A
thereby unqualifying deified.

< hY .
Swinburne's own inclination to allegorizef or anthropomorphize, human

qualities or sentiments ‘as well as those ebstractions which import to human

existence stems, then, from both his pagan and poetic impulses.1 Both the

personifications of Lowve, Strength, Thought, Truth, Life, Time, Death,
Freedom, Humanity. To believe that in "Hertha" Swinburne embodied a God

would be analogous to considering him as an authentic votary of Proserpihe »

1 -

It may be contended that the mythopoeic imagination is fundamentally.
poetic. .The converse, however, réquires qualification; for the poetic
imagination is not_always of a mythopoeic nature, albeit its aspiration
is probably unexceptionably of that order.

2
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1

or Venus--his "allegories" of death and love--and, furthermore, to" _:9*

-, - . ' ! ¢

megating the imaginative license of pgetry.

The line is 8ften tenuous, in some works, between the imaginative
. -

L2

and the philosophical. It may be said of Mietzsche, for instance, that

_his "Superman" springs . from a "philosophic imaginaqion" (the converse

perspective would see it as the product of an "imaginative philosophy,"
as perhaps are Heidegger's "Being" andlAuguste Comte's "Humanity")
Alehoﬁgh it may certainly‘bédilalmed of Swinburne s grossly neglected
philosophy that it was a masterpiece of 1ucidity, equi/_brium and cogency,
with which no nineteenth—century British philosophlcal or poetital- work
ould vie, Swinburne's expression is unequivocaf?y that of a poet. In
the safe wéy that, the poet in MNietzsche dramatically personified the ‘ . )

human will to power and,perfection in Iris "Superman,"

. ) SN .

Swinburne anthropomorphized the human'will “to) self-aesertion and freedom

so the -poet in

s

in "Hertha." . v . .o . .

Swinburne was an&ﬁconoclast, but 14 zsche; he would not depart ‘

from the premises in which'he had performed his a
sweeping away the pieces of the ghattered idol. And
humanity in its perennially prostrate position, he made

before he left, and in so doing, directed its

L} N " s, L
The Classical, iconoclastic and atheistic Existential discourses in

Atalanta in ‘Calydon are all incumbent on a single rhetoric. The polysemy
of this rhetoric as well as necessary ehifts;in perspective, render these
three discourses independentiy intelligible. In contrase’to the Eemantie
reeiprocity which wa's shown to unite all of Atalanta's discourses, the
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. - . - l, .
o three. ramifications of the theological discourse do not thema%ically ‘o
coalesce, but .rather, supersede each other, théreby translating an . /

1ntell¢ctaaf evolution. ) 0 2 T

¢ \

’ Tt the:CIassiéal discourse, Swinburne presénts the archetypal theiétic

perspective' in the iconoclastic discourse, he conveys hig attitude towards ’

that pergpective,.and in the atheistic discourse, articulates his personal

v

_ Weltanshauung. From the religious or theistic point: of view, this will

tr

' N\
g , certainly not be recognized as an intellectyal evolution or progression,

. - but the atheistic ‘mind will unequivocally regérd it as such. For Atalanta's -

. trlpartite dlscourse reflects the atheistic v151on of the historical phases ‘
in the evglution of the intellect: the superce931on of the theistic ‘ ‘
mentalltyvby thexiconoclastic mind which, osce the toppling of idols 1is

I inteégrally effeoned, in turn, yields to the atheistic Existentla} Lntellecq.
. ‘ This progression, adumbrated in the tripartite "theoloéical" diSCQurSE.

of Atalanta, 1s expounded throughout Swinburne s entire poetic corpus. In

. ;//’ "The Altar of nghteOusposs,' a poen in Swinburne s last VOlume of poetry | o

(A Chanrdel Passage, and Other Poems), the poet traces this intellectual

. evolution: ’ .
. . ) : iy

All he storms of time, and qrath of many winds
y carvé no trace
‘on the viewless altar though the veil bear many
and name and fdce: -

. Many a live God's likeness woven, many a scripture ' W’
) / dark with awe .
¥ ~ Bids the veil seem verier irom than the word of

life's own law. ’

‘ i 111 the might of change hath rent it with a
rushing wind in twain,

Stone or steel it seems,.whereon the wrath of chance

. 1s wreaked in vain:

Stone or steel, and all behind it or beyond its
lifted sign

Cloud and vapour, no subsistence of a change--
unstricken ﬁht ine. : ’
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7 God by god flits past in thunder, till his glories "
turn to shades: ‘

God to god hears wondering witness how his gospel
flames and fades.

More was each of these, while yet they were, than
man their servant .seemed:

Dead are all these, and man survives who made them}
while he dreamed. (VI 305)

T R o T U

And in another poem of the same volume, "The Lake of. Gaube," Swinbume

prescribes\the Existential ‘attitude: ol

Whose thought has fathomed and measured
The darkness of life and death,
The secret within them treasured,
The spirit that is not breath?
Whose vision has yet beholden
The splendour of death and of 1life?
2 Though sunset as dawn be golden, ,
Is the word of them peace, nat strife? ‘
Deep gilence answers: the glory
Ve dream of may be but a'drean,
And the sun of the soul wax hoary
As ashes’'that show not a gleam.
14 But well shall it be with us ever
Who drive through the darkness here, . A
If the soul that we live by never, '
For aught that a lie saith, fear. (VI, 286-7) = 5

! - ;

Swinburne s crusade against those "venturies of bufning and trembling f

belief'; his hope that "Time, and truth his child, though terror set earth X
and heaven at odds,"” will "See the light of manhood rise on the: twilight

._of the Gods" ("Altar of Righteousnéss", Vf; 315-19) had, since Atalanta; : ’

;ssumed an irreversible Existéntial nature. Excepting iang, who says of ;

Syinbuzsf, that "It is possible, and even temptiné, to read Swinburme 'in

L 3
his later phases as a kind of existentialist" (Introd., Letters, XXVI), .

) <~

critics have never‘heéded the Existential voice of his poetry. With the

[

present reconsideration of Atalanta in Calydon, atheistic Existentialism

should be acknowledged as constituting Swinburne's Weitanschauung from

1863 to the end of his life. Atalahta js.the blue-print of Swinburne's
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philosophy: 1its Classical, iconoclastic and atheistic Existential
discourses will be reiterated by Swinburne throughout his poetic career

. . as he relentlessly exhorts humanity to revoke its theism and assert itself.
B M ° -

In hi} observation of the human intellect, Swinburne was too lucid q

E

for his contemporaries; and in his projection of the capacity of that
inteILLct, he was certainly too optimistic.2 But he' never relented and

- / v ° " ! .;; N
//,,/" never. lost his confidence in humanity. Only sometTmes, would Swinburne

T oo i

L e,

B

get impatient as he, the atheistic Existentialist, ‘was obliged, by the .

desolating stagnation of the human intellect still vastly immersed in

theism, to utter iconoclastic words: ) ) T

a

How long--for haply not now much longer--
- . Shall feay put faith in a faithless creed,
: ' And shapes and shadows of truths be stronger
In strong men's gyes than the truth indeed?
If freedom be not a word that dies when spoken,
" If .justice be not a dream whence men must wake, -
How shall not the bonds of the thraldom of old be broken,
And right put might in the hands of them that break?
For clear as a tocsin from the steeple S
Is the cry gone forth along the land,,
* Take heed, ye unwise among the people:
0 ye fools, when will ye understand?

e RIS A U e, TR = o NI, 2, 0e v h

("A Word from the Psalmist’, VI, 114) -

YA e

N ¢

; o 9
‘ Even the present century is still predominantly inattentive
to the athelstic viewpoint, as evidenced by the appreciated but
unavailing efforts of Bertrand Russell. 1In "What Can a Free Man
. ' Worship?" Russell's interpretation of the phases of the intellect
-~ . and his proposal for a final, atheistic Existential phase, could
certainly be seen as having been inspired by Swinburme. But the
e theistic intellect is, today, no more endangered by Russell than
' it had been, in the nineteeth century, by Swinbumme.
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The concept "God" has beef} the greatest
objection to existence herto . . .
We.deny God, we deny redponsibility in

God: thus alone do we save the world.
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